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Editorial Introduction
Grant Eckstein
Brigham Young University
Betsy Gilliland
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa

W

e are thrilled to introduce and welcome you to our fourth volume
year of Journal of Response to Writing. This is the seventh installment
of the journal, and we are encouraged by JRW’s growing readership
and increasing dissemination of scholarship internationally. As we continue to
offer a shared venue for practitioners and researchers of English composition,
second language writing, foreign language writing, and writing center studies,
we hope that you will kindly share this open-access, online resource with your
colleagues and students who are interested in issues of response to writing.

In this issue, we are pleased to introduce a range of fascinating articles
that offers important insight into response practices across multiple formats, programs, and student backgrounds. In our first article “Peer Reviews
and Graduate Writers: Engagements with Language and Disciplinary
Differences While Responding to Writing,” Kate Mangelsdorf and Todd
Ruecker examine the efficacy and potential of graduate L2 peer review
sessions. This under-researched area of inquiry is meaningful given the
assumptions many teachers and graduate students share that feedback
Eckstein, Grant and Betsy Gilliland. (2018). “Editorial Introduction.” Journal of Response to
Writing, 4(1): 1–3.
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on graduate-level writing is best provided by content experts with native
language proficiency. This study followed 12 graduate students (nine L2
writers) over a 16-week peer review course to examine the impact of language background and discipline on peer review interactions. From their
investigation, the authors argue that “students’ attitudes toward language
difference. . .played a greater role in making successful peer reviews than
students’ categorization as L1 or L2 students.” Manglesdorf and Ruecker
further arranged students in peer review groups by similar disciplines,
yet they still found that differences in education level (M.A. vs. Ph.D.)
could interfere with helpful peer reviews. Nevertheless, the authors indicate that regardless of linguistic or disciplinary differences, all graduate
writers can increase their rhetorical awareness of academic writing as a
positive outcome of graduate peer review sessions.
In our second article, researchers in an academic literacies program
at a large university in the United States conducted a programmatic review to investigate the response practices of part-time and graduate
student instructors who teach a composition course in which only international undergraduate students are enrolled. The article “Second
Language Teachers’ Written Response Practices: An In-House Inquiry
and Response,” by Joseph J. Lee, Farzaneh Vahabi, and Dawn Bikowski,
investigated more than 4,000 pieces of electronic feedback provided to 36
students. An analysis of this feedback corpus showed teachers primarily
offered “corrective, direct, explicit, and within-text” feedback, something
that the researchers describe as “inordinate” and judged as partially conflicting with current recommendations for effective response practices.
Using these insights, the researchers describe purposeful curricular revisions that shifted response practices toward more principled and contextually-appropriate approaches to responding to student writing, which
can serve as a model for other programs wanting to evaluate and possibly
improve their collective response practices.
Jennifer Grouling, in her article “The Genre of Teacher Comments
from Hard Copy to iPad,” sought to determine how teachers’ commenting
practices changed by technological medium. Five teachers participated
in the study and provided comments on sample rhetorical analyses that
were delivered either as hard copy papers or as electronic documents on
Eckstein, Grant and Betsy Gilliland. (2018). “Editorial Introduction.” Journal of Response to
Writing, 4(1): 1–3.
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an iPad. Using a mixed methods design, Grouling found little difference
in the way teachers quantitatively commented across technologies except
that the teachers made more marginal comments on hard copy papers
than iPad equivalents. Teachers’ affective experiences across technology,
however, did show some variability. For instance, teachers who expressed
frustration with the iPad also had slightly higher rates of imperatives in
their electronic comments. Grouling concludes that technologies may affect teachers’ emotions when commenting on student papers, which may
in turn impact their response approaches. She further recommends that
technology should be considered as a factor in future response research.
Our final paper is a teaching article by Elizabeth Busekrus titled
“A Conversational Approach: Using Writing Center Pedagogy in
Commenting for Transfer in the Classroom.” In the article, she encourages teachers to adopt some practices common in writing center
scholarship as a way to facilitate transfer across writing tasks. Such writing
center practices include goal setting (making feedback intentional) and
engaging in dialogic feedback. Busekrus argues that transfer is more likely
to occur when these practices are incorporated, and she offers some examples of how this can be done within a composition or writing-intensive
class.
Overall, the articles in this issue combine to paint a picture of response
as a critical and complex process worthy of thoughtful academic scrutiny. And, given the fact that response is widely used in writing situations
with the purpose of promoting writing/writer development, it is all the
more imperative to examine the nature and potential utility of response to
writing in various forms and contexts. We look forward to more of this intellectual inquiry into response practices and hope that you enjoy reading
the current issue as much as we have.
Finally, we wish to thank the many authors, reviewers, and editors
who have contributed to this issue. It is only because of their support
that JRW can continue to provide cutting-edge research on response to
writing.
Copyrights
© JRW & Authors.
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the Journal.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution license (CC BY-NC-ND) (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and
Disciplinary Differences While
Responding to Writing
Kate Mangelsdorf
University of Texas at El Paso
Todd Ruecker

University of New Mexico
Although peer review as a method of writing response has been examined extensively, only limited research exists on peer review at the graduate level. This study
examines graduate students’ peer review interactions in a writing workshop in
which first- and second-language students from different disciplines were enrolled. The researchers focused on how students engaged with language and disciplinary differences as they peer-reviewed. Data were collected from two separate
writing workshop classes over two semesters and included video recordings,
observation notes, writing samples, and end-of-semester surveys. The researchers found that some students could provide only limited assistance when working
with peers from different fields. The peer review groups’ effectiveness was strained
when there were large gaps in academic levels. However, peer review groups were
generally productive when students from different language backgrounds worked
together. The peer reviews were effective in raising students’ rhetorical awareness
and strengthening their understanding of genre conventions. Students showed an
openness to language differences, and in their discussions they helped each other
navigate the challenges of graduate school. Implications for using peer review in
writing interventions for graduate students are discussed.
Keywords: peer review, graduate students, writing workshop
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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Ever since the writing process movement began in the 1970s, peer
review has been considered an important way of responding to student
writing. After peer review received considerable attention from influential
composition scholars such as Elbow (1973) and Bruffee (1984), researchers
including Zamel (1976), Raimes (1983), and Spack (1984) began to recommend its use in the second-language (L2)1 writing classroom. Studies
on peer review in L2 writing have proliferated since then. However, as
Chang (2016) pointed out in her review of 103 studies of peer review in
L2 writing classrooms, most studies have focused on students in undergraduate or intensive English programs and, as a result, graduate students
are underrepresented in peer review research. This neglect is concerning
because of the increasing numbers of graduate students in U.S. higher
education, including international and resident U.S. L2 students, many
of whom may be unprepared for the kind of writing that their degrees
require. As a result of this influx of students, graduate programs across
the country have strengthened writing support for graduate students by
offering programs and activities such as writing boot camps and workshops, facilitated writing groups, and peer tutoring (Caplan & Cox, 2016;
Fredericksen & Mangelsdorf, 2014). Many of these writing support interventions include opportunities for students to work with each other so
they can give feedback on their writing. Because these writing interventions may be open to students across campus, they can attract both
L1 and L2 students from a variety of disciplines. This article examines the
peer review interactions of linguistically and disciplinarily diverse graduate
students enrolled in a writing workshop intended to help students complete major writing projects. By focusing on the students’ interactions
in peer review, we examined how the students engaged with differences in
languages and disciplines. The results of the study contribute to our
understanding of how graduate-level students respond to peer review,
how their different language and disciplinary backgrounds can shape the
interactions, and the benefits they might gain from this process.
1 Throughout this paper we use the term L1 for students who speak English as their first language
and L2 for students as speak English as an additional language, while understanding that these labels
and others are inadequate for expressing the complexity of students’ language backgrounds.

Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
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Graduate Students and Peer Review
In graduate-level higher education in the U.S., the number of international students has steadily grown. According to the Institute of International
Education Open Doors data (2016), the number of graduate-level international students in the United States in 2014–2015 increased 9.8% from
the previous year. Increasing numbers of domestic Latinx2 and AsianAmerican students are receiving degrees in U.S. colleges and universities
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2017), making it likely that the
numbers of resident L2 students are also increasing. Graduate student
writing is receiving more attention because of low graduate student completion rates, the cost of getting a degree, and the extended length of time
to receive a degree (Casanave, 2016; Cassuto, 2013). The types of writing
support offered to students include writing courses, writing groups and
retreats, tutoring, boot camps, and workshops (Aitchison & Guerin, 2014;
Caplan & Cox, 2016; Simpson, 2013). Effective feedback on students’ writing is an important part of the success of these efforts. In fact, the feedback
that graduate students receive on their writing is an important factor in
students’ successful enculturation into academic discourse communities
(Can & Walker, 2014; Casanave & Li, 2008; Kamler & Thomson, 2006;
Leki, 2006; Paltridge & Starfield, 2007; Ting & Li, 2011).
A number of writing interventions for graduate students include peer
feedback (Belcher, 2009; Delyser, 2003; Dudley-Evans, 1995; Frodesen,
1995; Heinrich, Neese, Rogers, & Facente, 2004; Steinert, McLeod, Liben
& Snell, 2008). Despite the increase in L2 writing students in graduate
education and in the amount and kinds of writing support that is
available, as well as the importance of feedback on writing, only a surprisingly small number of studies have focused on graduate-level peer review.
Some of these studies involve L2 graduate students working with other
L2 graduate students. For instance, studies have examined how peer review exchanges and writing groups that use peer review can help promote
writing development (Hu & Lam, 2010; Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011).
Poverjuc, Brooks, and Wray (2012) found that the L2 graduate students
that they examined distrusted their peers’ ability to give effective feedback, which prevented the peer review process from being as effective
as it could be. Because writing interventions for graduate students are
2 We are using this term to avoid gender binaries.

Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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often open to students across campus (Caplan & Cox, 2016), peer-review
groups can consist of both L1 and L2 students. Studies of L1 and L2 graduate students engaged together in peer review have found various results.
Crossman and Kite (2012) found that both L1 and L2 peer-reviewing
students in a U.S.-based MBA program improved their writing quality and engaged in “discovery-mode” interactions that involved asking
probing questions and assuming collaborative stances. Fredericksen and
Mangelsdorf (2014) surveyed L1 and L2 graduate students who had taken
a writing workshop in a university in the Southwestern U.S. and concluded
that most students were satisfied working with students from different
language backgrounds, though a slight preference was given for native
English speakers when working with grammatical issues.
As studies of undergraduate review groups have revealed, power dynamics often emerge when L1 and L2 students work together, with L2
students speaking less than their L1 peers (Zhu, 2001), being perceived
as less able (Leki, 2001; Ruecker, 2014), having strong expectations
for surface-error correction from L1 peers (Ruecker, 2011), and being ignored (Leki, 2007). Similar power dynamics emerged in Cheng’s (2013)
examination of an L2 graduate student’s experience in a writing group
that participated in peer review with L1 writers. In this two-semester
study, Lee (the L2 graduate student) was initially positioned by her L1
peers as being unable to contribute to the group; in Cheng’s words, “Lee
was deprived of the ownership of her own writing” (p. 20). In the second
semester, however, Lee was able to negotiate a more powerful position
within the group by learning more about her discipline of applied linguistics and adopting coping strategies such as strengthening communication
with her L1 peers. Because many writing interventions for graduate students include L2 and L1 students, more studies of these interactions are
necessary.
Because of the limited number of graduate-level peer review studies,
in contrast to the proliferation of studies on the undergraduate level, a
great deal more research on this topic is needed. Peer review research on
L2 undergraduate students cannot automatically be applied to L2 graduate students because important differences exist between these two
groups. Graduate students’ writing projects are generally much longer
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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and more high stakes. Although they might be successful writers in their
first language, they might not yet have the English-language skills to communicate highly specialized knowledge or the confidence to develop an
authoritative academic voice (Paltridge & Starfield, 2007). Compared to
undergraduates, most graduate students are entering specialized communities of practice that involve a process of identity change and enculturation (Prior, 1998; Starke-Meyerring, 2011). Despite these challenges, the
writing support that is available to them is often limited and short-term,
such as a boot camp or one-day workshop (Simpson, 2016). Though many
graduate students make use of writing centers, the quality and availability
of assistance varies widely (Caplan & Cox, 2016). In general, graduate students are more dependent on the instruction and approval of their major
professors (Casanave, 2002; Paltridge & Starfield, 2007) compared to
undergraduate students.
The current study contributes to our understanding of what happens
when graduate students peer-review their writing. This topic is important to explore because of the number of writing support interventions
for graduate students that attract diverse students and the lack of research
that has studied this context. Specifically, the research focuses on graduate
students in a U.S.-university writing workshop that attracts L1 and L2 students from various academic fields. We explore the following questions:
1. How do graduate students’ different language and disciplinary backgrounds manifest themselves in peer review exchanges in this writing
workshop? How do students engage with these differences?
2. How and to what extent do students benefit from these peer review exchanges?
Methodology
This study took place at Southwestern University3, which has long offered a course open to graduate students across campus called Graduate
Writing Workshop, a 16-week, credit-bearing course. While some scaffolding is provided to students in the form of mini lessons and discussions on writing expectations at the graduate level, these workshops have
always focused primarily on peer review interactions to the extent that
3 All names are pseudonyms. This project received approval from Southwestern University’s IRB.

Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
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almost every class period includes an extended peer review session. Twothirds of the students are typically L2 English speakers, while the remaining students are bilingual in English and Spanish or proficient in only
English. Students are asked to bring to class their current writing projects,
which are often theses or dissertations, and they spend most of class reading and commenting on each other’s work. The class is structured around
the notion of a writing process in which writers attend to content, development, and organization in their early drafts and focus more on linguistic accuracy in their later drafts (Cumming, 2003; Ferris & Hedgcock,
2014). The first time that students bring in a particular piece of writing,
they are encouraged in their peer review groups to focus on providing
content-driven feedback. The students then revise the text at home and
bring the revision to the next class period for a peer review session in
which they focus on formal features of the language such as format, grammar, and punctuation. Discussions about rhetorical matters such as audience and purpose occur in both types of peer review sessions. The class
uses a shorthand description of these two different sessions: “content”
peer reviews and “proofreading” peer reviews. The workshop professors
group students from the same or similar disciplines for the content peer
reviews and group students from different disciplines for the proofreading
peer reviews. The course includes several cycles of peer review sessions
so that students are asked to bring back a revised version of their writing
for further review; the new version is revised one more time before being
included in a workshop portfolio. Workshops are small (7–15 students)
and typically include two to three groups of students.
For this study, we collected data from two writing workshops. The
total number of students enrolled in these classes was 23, and they all volunteered to participate in the study. However, student attendance fluctuated so that the total number of students who consistently attended the
workshops and took part in the research was 12. A total of six groups were
observed and video recorded over this time period; each group averaged
five or six students, though group numbers decreased when students were
absent. Each peer review session lasted approximately 45–60 minutes,
during which time students alternated between reading and commenting
on peer papers. Transcriptions of the video recordings included both
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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verbal and nonverbal elements, such as the gestures or facial expressions
of participants. We transcribed students’ language as spoken, adding
commas or periods to mark pauses; for legibility we also added quotation
marks when students were directly quoting from peer papers. In order to
respect their language levels and varieties of English we have refrained
from marking or otherwise correcting what may be perceived as errors.
We also collected students’ drafts with comments from the peer review
groups and the instructor. Other data included students’ personal statements about their research interests and backgrounds and their responses
to a survey distributed at the end of the semester that asked them to reflect
on the process of working with students from different disciplinary and
language backgrounds.4
For our analysis, we initially focused on the video recordings and
transcriptions from the six groups. Using an open-source qualitative
analysis program (TAMS Analyzer), we collaboratively read and interpreted the transcriptions in several rounds of analysis that included
coding and categorizing students’ stances toward each other in the groups
(Lockhart & Ng, 1995) and the mediating strategies (Lei, 2008) students
used in their discussions. From these analyses emerged several trends in
the peer review interactions that were related to students’ different disciplines and language backgrounds. A more focused analysis of these trends
revealed specific patterns concerning L1-L2 and disciplinary interactions
that are the emphasis of our discussion. While the recordings were the
primary focus of the analysis, students’ drafts, personal statements, and
survey responses were also used to check the validity of these patterns
and to supplement the analysis.
The research participants in these peer review groups included
students from education, geology, environmental science, rhetoric and
composition, and communication. Students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds were diverse as well, including U.S. L1 English speakers along
with students from Mexico, Kenya, India, Thailand, and Iraq. Table 1 lists
the names, country of origin, and disciplinary background of the students
in the study, as well as the degree that they were seeking.
4 Interested readers can contact the first author for a copy of the survey.
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Table 1
Student Backgrounds
Name

Discipline

Country

Degree sought

Andrew

Engineering

Kenya

PhD

Catalina

Environmental Science

Mexico

MS

Cora

Environmental Science

Mexico

MS

Chouduri Engineering

India

PhD

Jane

Education

U.S.

MA

Laura

Rhetoric/Composition

U.S.

PhD

Lisa

Communication

U.S.

MA

Marisol

Education

U.S.

MA

Nan

Geology

Thailand

PhD

Prija

Rhetoric/Composition

Thailand

PhD

Roberto

Communication

Mexico

MA

Rahimah

Rhetoric/Composition

Iraq

PhD

Findings
In this section we describe examples of students’ interactions in order
to respond to our research questions. This description is based primarily
on students’ peer review interactions in class and is supplemented by relevant students’ drafts, personal statements, and survey responses.
Language Differences and Rhetorical Knowledge: “That’s Why We Learn
Together, Native and Nonnative”
The interactions that we studied in which L1 and L2 students were
working together showed that “language difference” is a multidimensional
term, encompassing more than a language code or adherence to grammatical rules. We identified occasions when L2 speakers did not help their
L1 peers with grammar, or when their suggestions were grammatically
incorrect; however, L1 students at times were the same way. We found
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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that students’ attitudes about language difference and their awareness of
macrolevel rhetorical concerns played a larger role in the peer review
discussions.
When L1 and L2 students worked together, they were generally receptive to the assistance that they received. In one peer review group, a
pair of students consistently displayed appreciation for the various language resources that their fellow student brought to the peer review
process. This pair consisted of Jane, a monolingual English speaker who
was earning a master’s in education, and Prija, a rhetoric and composition
doctoral student from Thailand. Jane and Prija frequently talked about
their different language backgrounds. In this example they were reviewing
Prija’s literature review for her dissertation. They were sitting close together, Prija’s hard copy between them. Prija had asked Jane for help with
verb tenses and articles.
Excerpt 1
L1 Writer and Grammar Rules
P: “Will prevent” or “will prevents.” That’s another problem because I don’t have
tenses in my language.
J: You use them fine though.
P: Yeah, that’s why.
J: And I’m trying to figure out how to explain the article thing but I’m really not
sure how because in English singular subjects are given an article like “a pen.”
Um, but multiple subjects like here you’re discussing . . .
P: You mean general.
J: Right, general subjects don’t need an article.
P: Okay, okay.

As a native English speaker, Jane never had to focus on rules for using
articles before; she was learning the grammar of her native language. She
acknowledged this in another exchange when Prija was reviewing a
section of her thesis.
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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Excerpt 2
L2 Writer as Language Expert
P: And again you used comma for the conjunction again. You cannot use comma
to combine two sentences. You need to have something to link.
J: To link the sentences.
P: And, but . . .
J: I’m never gonna make these mistakes again.
P: No, you have to understand it.
J: I think this is good.
P: Yeah, that’s why we learn together, native and nonnative.
J: Well, the only thing I know is the native speaker’s phrasing.

In this exchange Prija, the L2 writer, was positioned as the language
expert. Jane’s appreciation of Prija’s knowledge of English usage, as well as
her desire to learn more about her native English language, led her to see
language differences as a resource for furthering her own writing development. She commented about this in the end-of-semester survey when
asked about what it was like to work with students from different language
backgrounds:
There were definitely hiccups in terms of the feedback from English as a second
language peers. Occasionally corrections would be made that were actually incorrect. However, the benefit for me as an English speaker was to have the nitty
gritty points of grammar corrected in my work.

Jane perceived both herself and Prija as language learners who are helping
each other learn to write successfully in their graduate studies.
In some peer review exchanges, language differences between L1 and
L2 writers were not as relevant as knowledge about the rhetorical situation, in particular audience awareness. In the following exchange, Marisol
(L1), Roberto (L2), and Laura (L1) discussed a writing maxim.
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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Excerpt 3
Rhetorical Knowledge
M: They always tell me that a paragraph should be 4 sentences minimum.
R: Really? They tell you that? Who told you?
M: Uh, since I was in elementary school.
R: But it’s different when you write academic, no?
M: But when you read academic journals, you don’t see a paragraph with less than
4 sentences.
L: Well, it depends. If you want to emphasize one thing you can have a sentence
as a paragraph, even for academic writing. I don’t think there is a set number of
sentences.
M: That’s not what I was taught.
R: I really mix my paragraphs [depending on] my ideas.

In this example, the L2 writer, Roberto, used his rhetorical knowledge to
help his L1 peer understand that a writing “rule,” in this case concerning
the number of sentences in a paragraph, does not apply to all rhetorical
contexts. The L1-L2 distinction between the students was not as relevant
as the students’ different levels of awareness concerning academic writing
contexts in English.
Disciplinary Differences: “It’s a Very Technical Paper”
While the students’ language diversity in the peer review groups could
lead to productive exchanges, disciplinary differences created more challenges. For instance, eight out of 18 (44%) students felt “Very Confident”
giving feedback to students from their disciplines compared to five out
of 19 (26%) students who felt similarly about giving feedback to students from other disciplines. When students from different disciplines
worked together, typically in proofreading or editing groups, they were
made aware of disciplinary differences in terminology and writing conventions. However, disciplinary differences could also limit the assistance
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.
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they could provide. Several students expressed this point in their survey
responses, with one student writing “I had more helpful comments from
a student who was from my discipline.” In the following example, Nan,
Catalina, and Laura were reviewing Nan’s research report on a geological
analysis of a dead volcano. Nan was a doctoral student in geology from
Thailand, Laura was a doctoral student in rhetoric and composition
from the United States, and Catalina was a master’s student in environmental science and engineering from Mexico. They had worked together
in this proofreading group several previous times. In this interaction, the
three students were sitting closely together at a table in the seminar room.
They were discussing a suggestion by Catalina that a lengthy sentence in
Nan’s paper be broken up into two sentences.
Excerpt 4
Gaps in Students’ Backgrounds
C: Initially this is what I suggested: “We did similar structure mapping on our
magnetic anomaly data that can be applied to . . .”
L (interrupts): So you think it should be two sentences?
C: But that was just my suggestion. I think it makes more sense like that to me at
least.
N: Really? I just want to convince the reader that that was the kind of mapping
that we did.
C: I guess like the way I read it, it is like, I don’t know anything about it, so your
goal is for me to understand it overall.
N: I just want to make sure my reader understand too, but I don’t want to deter my
meaning that I want to communicate either. I don’t want to change my meaning
because that’s the meaning I want to communicate, but you didn’t understand
I don’t know how to. I want to make it easier to understand for the reader too
(laughs).
L: We’re the, we’re not your average reader because we don’t know, we don’t know
too much.
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
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C: (Talks over Laura) Yeah, I don’t know, yeah it’s a very technical paper.
L: But what we can tell you for example, how to fix it so you won’t sound repetitive.

Here, the students acknowledged the gaps in their backgrounds: Laura
and Catalina did not understand Nan’s report because “it’s a very technical
paper.” The audience for Nan’s paper was her major professor in geology,
not lay readers. Nan’s expression of frustration—“I don’t want to change
my meaning because that’s the meaning I want to communicate”—led to
Laura’s assertion about what she and Catalina can help Nan with: “for example, to fix it so you won’t sound repetitive.” In other words, we cannot
help you communicate what you want to say, but we can help you say it
better. As Leki (2006) noted, a disparity can exist between a high degree
of content-area knowledge and a more limited level of language proficiency for graduate students who are studying in English. This interaction
with Catalina and Laura gives Nan little help in conveying her specialized
knowledge, but she was able to express her frustration and get assistance
with another aspect of her writing.
Even when students from the same or similar disciplines worked
together, the peer review exchanges could become one-way rather than
reciprocal if a large gap existed in their academic levels. When this happened the less experienced students tended to learn more about writing in
their discipline from more advanced peers, but not the other way around.
In this example, Nan, the doctoral student in geology, was helping Cora,
who was beginning a master’s program in environmental science. Nan
dominated the exchange.
Excerpt 5
Gaps in Academic Levels
N: There no, how to, no words, find me the words for this sentence, find me the
words.
C: I just like explained this. In this mechanism, the bacteria formed nitrates.
N: You’re try to say that this mechanism indicates that this created a nitrate right?
C: Yeah.
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N: Let me try to rewrite it.
C: I guess I just need to say it better.
N: I know you are trying to make it sound specific but it turned out to be all
mixed up.

Cora’s draft from this peer review session was filled with Nan’s handwritten corrections concerning technical procedures and terminology.
Nan appropriated Cora’s draft—“let me try to rewrite it”—but at the
same time she has helped Cora; at the end of the session Cora said,
“Thank you, that was pretty good. Some good pointers.” While Cora
learned from Nan’s corrections, Nan herself was disadvantaged by not
having a doctoral-level peer to assist her, though her peers and her
workshop professor helped her edit her work.
Disciplinary Discussions: “It’s Just Sometimes Different Styles”
Throughout many of these peer review interactions students in the
same fields of study tried to help each other better understand the expectations of their professors and the writing conventions they had to learn.
As one student wrote in the survey, “I really learned a lot from students
that have the same discipline as me. They know what is expected and their
suggestions helped me see other perspectives that I was not aware of.” In
the following exchange, Roberto, an advanced master’s student in communication, was explaining to Lisa, a beginning master’s student in the
same area, the different parts of a research report. Lisa was researching
recent political protests in Mexico. They referenced Lisa’s professor, Dr. S.,
who had also been Roberto’s professor.
Excerpt 6
Genre Knowledge
R: I think there are some theories that you can find, sociology, explain why people
protest and what’s, especially for this project for Dr. S.’s class.
L: Umhum.
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R: Then you have to describe your methodology. How are you going to get your
participants, uh, how are you going to interview them, if it’s going to be a focus
group.
L: And then what will she [Dr. S.] think?
R: Okay, so, um, after that you have to read the responses that they give you . . .
After analyzing your data, you need to find a theory that could um, that can, um
lead your study. Or that you can relate some of your finds with your theory, that’s
what you want to do, really.

While Lisa seemed most focused on what her professor expects, she was
also learning about an important genre in her field.
During many peer review sessions, students would break away from
text-based discussions in order to talk about their experiences in graduate school. They frequently described their relationships with the faculty
in their programs. These discussions allowed the students to vent their
frustrations and get help. In this next example, Chouduri, an engineering
student from India, was talking with Andrew, a fellow engineering student from Kenya.
Excerpt 7
Contradictory Advice about Writing in the Discipline
C: There is this confusion for me, I have taken a class called Research Methods
with Dr. D., he’s American. He told me to write in layman language. Like his
mom should understand my research. That is layman’s language. Then I started in
layman’s language and from the basics, like what is radar, what is a signal, and my
professor is like, you know what, your research engineers are going to read your
research . . . So be technical.
A: It’s just sometimes different styles.
C: I’m like, what’s going on.

Andrew attempted to explain this contradictory advice by saying “It’s just
sometimes different styles.” As in this example, students would offer support to each other by trying to make sense of what they had been told
about writing in their disciplines.
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Different Roles and Identities: “I Need to Know What This Is”
In general, these peer review exchanges demonstrated that both language and disciplinary “differences” are less like categories and more like
ever-shifting continua. The language and disciplinary differences of these
students could be less salient than their level of confidence, engagement
with the course, or openness to criticism. This was especially notable with
one student, Rahimah. As a native Arabic speaker, Rahimah was an
outsider at this border university with a predominantly Spanish-English
speaking student body. However, she found ways to be fully a part of the
peer review exchanges.
One way that Rahimah was disadvantaged was that her proficiency in
English lagged behind that of the other students in the class: She would
make many grammatical corrections on her classmates’ papers, but they
were sometimes wrong. At one point she was reviewing her classmate
Laura’s paper that concerned a Columbian man’s appeal for political asylum
in the United States. Figure 1 is a sample from the paper with Rahimah’s
handwritten corrections:

Figure 1. Paper excerpt with comments.
Both “was fail” and “was tortured” demonstrate that Rahimah did not
understand a key fact in the paper: the appeal of asylum was based on
what would happen if he returned to his country. Rahimah might also
have been disadvantaged by the limited time allocated for reading her
peers’ drafts.
Despite her disadvantages, Rahimah assumed an assertive stance with
more proficient peers. Writers’ stances in peer review tasks are shaped by
their motives for participating, which can make them willing to reshape
tasks according to their goals (Yu & Lee, 2015; Zhu & Mitchell, 2012).
Rahimah was motivated by her strong desire to succeed in her academic
program. Without being prompted by her advisor, she enrolled in the
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graduate writing workshop in order to get as much help as possible with
her final paper for her degree plan. Rahimah consistently reshaped the
peer review dynamics of her group by interjecting herself into their discussions, often interrupting her peers’ conversations by saying “excuse
me” and then adding a comment. She also would remind her peers that
she was not familiar with the university’s border context in which Spanish
was frequently used. In the following exchange, Laura asked about a
Spanish-language acronym.
Excerpt 8
An Outside Reader
L: They put the letters of the acronym in Spanish. I don’t know if I should
change it.
R: Remember, I was wondering, like, I’m reading your paper like an outside
reader, right. So in this case I need to . . .
L: You need . . .
R: I need to know what is this.

As this exchange shows, Rahimah could be an insistent reviewer (“I
need to know what this is.”) This insistence would remind her peers that
they needed to keep their audience in mind as they wrote. In this next exchange, Rahimah was reviewing Marisol’s paper, which was about higher
education in Mexico.
Excerpt 9
An Assertive Stance
R: This is a Spanish word so I didn’t understand.
M: Oh, these are states in Mexico. Guadalajara.
R: I heard like, oh my gosh this is a Spanish word.
M: Maybe if I change places for states? Because Monterrey is not a state, it’s a city.
R: All of these abbreviations, I am a bit lost.

While this discussion began with Rahimah pointing out her inability
to understand a Spanish word, it led to Marisol’s clarification between
“states” and “places,” an improvement in the paper.
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Perhaps because of her lower language proficiency, as well as her
role as an outsider in an English-Spanish environment, Rahimah would
sometimes become defensive when her classmates told her how she could
improve her writing, which could make the discussions longer and more
charged. However, on the whole Rahimah worked collaboratively with her
peers, influencing her group in several important ways. She proposed to
the group that they alter their method of giving feedback so that all suggestions were given on the same copy, a change that improved the group’s
procedure. She also consistently expressed her appreciation of their feedback and pointed out how much she benefited by seeing how they revised
their papers: “I like to see your revision, I will keep reading the whole
paragraph because I want to see why you revised it in this way.” While
Rahimah’s corrections on her classmates’ drafts could be misleading, her
comments regarding more macro issues such as audience awareness, as
well as her intense engagement, made her more limited language proficiency less of a hindrance. Her confidence as a peer reviewer and her intense interest in developing as a writer shifted her identity from a student
who struggled in English to one whose assertive and collaborative actions
within the group allowed her to make a meaningful contribution.
Discussion
Based on the patterns that emerged from these peer review exchanges,
we will focus on how language and disciplinary differences played out in
students’ peer review interactions, paying particular attention to language
attitudes, disciplinary and academic gaps, and students’ fluid roles and
statuses in the groups.
As we noted earlier, many writing supports for graduate students are
open to students across campus, and as a result both L1 and L2 students
can be enrolled in the same writing workshop, studio, or program. One
concern with this blending of students is that L2 students’ feedback might
be more likely to be incorrect than their L1 peers’, and indeed we did find
that at times L2 speakers could give erroneous grammatical feedback,
producing what the student Jane called “hiccups” in the review process.
It is also important to remember that native English speakers also can
give incorrect feedback and may be unable to explain grammatical rules
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(Casanave, 2014). As Jane noted, native English speakers such as herself
could benefit from learning about the grammar of their language from a
student who had studied it, which few native English speakers have. She
viewed Prija’s knowledge of the English language as a resource that benefited both of them. When Rahimah pointed out to Laura that she would
have to spell out an acronym, or when Roberto and Laura deconstructed
a writing maxim for Marisol, they were together creating a shared understanding of how to improve communication. Both Rahimah and Roberto
were L2 students giving useful advice to their L1 peers. Language proficiency is important; it is certainly possible that a low-level English learner
could feel overwhelmed by higher-level L2 and L1 peers. But in the
groups that we examined, students’ attitudes toward language difference
and their willingness to be open to their peers’ feedback played a greater
role in making successful peer reviews than students’ categorizations as
L1 or L2 students. While existing research shows that students may adhere to the native speaker standard longer than their teachers (Timmis,
2002), we found that survey respondents generally did not see a difference in feedback from English L1 and L2 students or that they viewed
them as having complementary strengths; as one L2 student wrote in his
response to the survey, “English speakers were excellent for grammar reviews. Nonnative speakers were good on content reviews.” On the other
hand, some students in the present study did not see differences: “There is
no difference. The difference in feedback was between majors and not language background.” The students’ overall openness to language difference
might stem from their location on the United States–Mexico border or
from the fact that students valued disciplinary expertise more than grammatical correction.
The graduate student participants in this study were entering different academic disciplines, ranging from communication to engineering
to education. As mentioned earlier, for the “content” peer review sessions,
students from the same or similar disciplines were grouped together under
the assumption that they would know more about each other’s material. In
other words, the groups would approximate the idealized notion of peer
review as consisting of “a community of status equals” (Bruffee, 1984,
p. 642). We found that this was sometimes the case. For example, Jane
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(education) and Prija (rhetoric and composition) discussed the history
of writing process research in some depth, and Roberto and Laura helped
Marisol prepare for the challenges of conducting research in Mexico. As
one student commented in the end-of-semester survey, “I really learned a
lot from students that have the same discipline as me. They know what
is expected and their suggestions helped me see other perspectives that
I was not aware of.” However, when entry-level master’s students were
grouped with much more advanced students in the same discipline, the
gap between academic levels could impede the sharing of information
and practices. This was exemplified when Nan, a doctoral student, was
working with Cora, a new master’s student. Though their disciplines were
similar—geology and environmental science—Nan’s more advanced position in her field led her to dominate her exchanges with Cora. While
Cora benefited from Nan’s review, she was unable to help Nan. Students’
differing academic levels could be equally as significant as their shared
disciplinary backgrounds in determining the effectiveness of their peer
review exchanges.
No matter if the students were from similar or different disciplines,
they increased their rhetorical awareness through many of the peer review
discussions. As Andrew wrote in his reflective essay at the end of the semester, “I have also noticed that writing varies across discipline in terms
of style and structure and vocabulary.” Not all conversations reflected this
awareness; for instance, Roberto’s explanation to Lisa of the structure of
a research report was formulaic. But for the most part, students’ discussions about writing led them to at least indirectly challenge the notion
of writing as a decontextualized, rule-governed activity. Marisol, for instance, was under the impression that all paragraphs had to have at least
four sentences, but Roberto and Laura pointed out to her different writing
contexts in which this was not true. Rahimah’s frequent observations that
she did not speak Spanish and was an outsider to the border region helped
to remind her classmates to broaden their ideas about who was reading
their writing.
Rahimah’s assertiveness in her peer review group, despite her lower
English language proficiency and cultural unfamiliarity, demonstrates
how students often negotiated their roles and status in each peer review
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interaction. This was not true for all students; for instance, Chouduri
always seemed to take on the role of an academic inquirer, as he frequently asked questions about what his peers were writing about in order
to enhance his own learning. Roberto consistently took on the role of an
expert in writing conventions, in particular the structures of research
reports or IRB proposals. Other students, though, changed their roles depending on who they were working with or the topic under discussion.
Sometimes this role-changing improved their own status—for example,
when Nan expressed frustration that her peers were unable to understand
her doctoral-level writing, Catalina and Laura told her that they could, in
fact, help edit her writing. Sometimes this role shifting was a deliberate
attempt to raise the status of a fellow reviewer. Though Jane was an L1
writer, she described herself as language learner, thus putting Prija on the
same level. As Chang (2014) has noted, writer-reader relationships influence students’ stances toward their peers and the peer review task. On the
whole, the peer review interactions could be characterized as collaborative
in that reviewers tried to help their peers improve their writing instead
of simply pointing out problems (Lockhart & Ng, 1995; Mangelsdorf &
Schlumberger, 1992; Min, 2008). The students demonstrated a level of
confidence and agency that allowed them to challenge each other, ask for
clarifications, and be willing to acknowledge mistakes. They often referred
to the difficulties and stress that they were experiencing as graduate students, and they commiserated with each other and tried to bolster each
other’s self-esteem. Chouduri, for instance, expressed his frustration
about his advisor’s writing advice to Andrew.
The peer review groups were dynamic and evolving throughout the
semester, and many students’ confidence levels grew. In his reflective
statement, Andrew wrote that at first he felt inadequate as a peer reviewer,
but “[after] continuous reading over time, I realized that it got easier and
better to read and hence, give comments.” Andrew’s shift in confidence
is an important part of his academic progress because it shows how, in
Casanave’s (2002) words, students “shape, change, and represent their own
identities as community members” in the academic socialization process
(p. 29). Despite the many differences among the students, their interactions
demonstrate how lively, engaged, in-depth conversations about writing
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can help improve students’ knowledge about rhetoric and language, make
them more confident writers in English, and ease the stress of entering
new academic communities.
Implications
In this study, language backgrounds were not as important in peer
review exchanges as students’ openness to language difference and their
positioning as co-learners. While the students struggled at times because
of differences in disciplinary backgrounds or academic levels, they generally increased their rhetorical awareness by working with students from
different fields. Overall, the groups helped students claim their identities
as successful academic writers.
Our findings are suggestive and limited in generalizability because of
the small number of students involved. Also, we were unable to determine
how well the review groups helped students improve their writing in their
major professors’ eyes. Additional studies are needed that involve more
graduate students, other types of writing interventions, and different university settings. Despite these limitations, this study is significant in several ways. It helps us to see that language and disciplinary differences
are multidimensional and fluid and that students can work across and
within differences productively. It illustrates how peer review interactions,
and writing interventions in general, can assist graduate students in the
process of enculturation into academic discourse communities. Finally,
it contributes to our knowledge of peer review on the graduate level in
heterogeneous academic settings, a context that is becoming more common as universities create different types of writing interventions to help
graduate students become successful academic writers.
Based on this study, we have several recommendations for writing
interventions that include peer review groups containing diverse groups
of graduate students. The peer review literature shows that students need
training and preparation to ensure successful reviews (Berg, 1999; Ferris
& Hedgcock, 2014; Hansen & Liu, 2005; Liu & Hansen, 2002; Min, 2005;
Min, 2006; Rollinson, 2005; Stanley, 1992; Tigchelaar, 2016; Zhu, 1995).
We stress that this preparation should also include discussions of language
attitudes, especially the importance of being open to language difference
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and seeing difference as a resource that can benefit all learners. Drawing
from Berg (1999), Ruecker (2014) has found that small group conferences
are an effective way to prepare students for more productive peer review
interactions. Asking students to write and share narratives of their own
language histories would be useful as an initial, informal assignment
before the peer review sessions begin.
Second, students should be given a great deal of time to converse with
each other in peer review groups so that they can go into depth about
the writing issues that concern them. This will allow students to engage
in dialogue between peers who encounter linguistic problems and work
with each other to solve these problems (Swain, Brooks, & Tocalli-Beller,
2002). When given plenty of time, students can also create what Hyland
(2000) calls a “peer support mechanism” that is separate from the instructor. Students can explain the “writing games” (Casanave, 2002) that are
a part of assuming the identity of a successful student. Based on our observations, we recommend at least a 1:3 ratio of reading to talking (for
example, five minutes reading, fifteen minutes talking). Ruecker (2014)
has suggested hybridizing the peer review process by moving the initial
reading and commenting parts online in order to accommodate slower
readers and allow more discussion in the classroom, something we experimented with to some success in one graduate writing workshop.
Finally, instructors should encourage students to be confident and
assertive. The graduate students in our study were highly engaged and critically involved in their high-stakes writing projects, which made them
active participants. However, this might not be true of all students, especially
those just entering graduate school. Instructors can give individual feedback
to less confident students not only about their writing but also about their
participation with their peers. Instructors can also regularly solicit students’
views about the effectiveness of the groups and make changes as necessary,
particularly when large gaps in academic levels are frustrating students or
other problems arise. As they go around answering queries and checking in
on groups, instructors should monitor interactions and provide feedback to
students regarding productive and unproductive interactions and stances.
As we have stated, graduate students are different from undergraduates in important ways. Graduate students’ academic specializations can
Mangelsdorf, Kate, and Todd Ruecker. (2018). “Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers:
Engagements with Language and Disciplinary Differences While Responding to Writing.” Journal
of Response to Writing, 4(1): 4–33.

Peer Reviews and Graduate Writers • 27

limit the extent to which reviewers outside of that specialty can help in
content-related matters, though assistance with editing can be offered.
Compared to less advanced students, graduate students may be more
likely to sustain lengthy peer review conversations and see themselves as
co-learners, making peer review exchanges valuable not only with writing
but also with academic enculturation. When graduate students are prepared for peer review, given the time to read and discuss each other’s
writing, and offered a chance to make suggestions and receive suggestions
on ways to improve their interactions, peer review can play a central role in
writing interventions and in the graduate academic socialization process.
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This in-house inquiry explores the response practices of a group of L2 writing
teachers in our specific program to gain a better understanding of these teachers’
feedback practices and to bring about purposeful change within our local context.
Data consist of 4,313 electronic feedback (e-feedback) items given by six writing
teachers to 36 L2 students on six writing tasks in a first-year writing course for
international students. Using Ene and Upton’s (2014) e-feedback framework, each
feedback instance was coded for feedback target, directness, explicitness, charge,
and location. Although some variations exist, results show that these teachers
overwhelmingly focused on form across writing tasks. Findings also show that the
e-feedback was primarily corrective, direct, explicit, and within-text. Following a
discussion of our programmatic response to this internal investigation, we conclude by arguing that programs can establish philosophies of response grounded in
their specific context based on examination of local practices.
Keywords: academic writing, in-house inquiry, L2 writing, teacher feedback
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One of the most central and challenging activities in which first
language (L1) and second language (L2) writing instructors engage
is responding to student writing. Giving written feedback is not only a
time-consuming and labor-intensive task, but it is also an undertaking
“often fraught with frustration and uncertainty” (Ferris, 2014, p. 6). Ferris
points out that responding to writing can be a daunting and lonely experience, as each teacher independently must consider such issues as what
to focus on (e.g., content, form), when to give feedback, how much to
give, and how to provide it (e.g., correction, explanation, question), all the
while balancing positive comments and constructive criticism.
Because of its importance in writing teachers’ lives as well as the complexities involved in responding effectively to student writing, considerable research has been devoted to investigating various dimensions of
teacher feedback. In response, particularly, to Truscott’s (1996) oft-cited
claims about the futility and harmful effect of written feedback, studies
have examined the effectiveness and benefits of feedback in improving students’ writing accuracy and development (e.g., Bitchener, 2008; Chandler,
2003; Ferris, 2004). They have explored the effects of feedback types
that lead to improvements in student writing (e.g., Bitchener, Young, &
Cameron, 2005). These studies have not only shown that written feedback can be effective, but they also have demonstrated that feedback
focused on rule-governed errors (e.g., verb tense), or “treatable” errors
(Ferris, 1999), is more beneficial than feedback focused on errors that are
“untreatable” (e.g., word choice).
Other experimental studies have compared the effectiveness of
comprehensive and focused feedback (e.g., Bitchener & Knoch, 2010b)
and direct and indirect feedback (e.g., Ferris, 2006). It has been shown
that focused feedback on specific mistakes can lead to more productive
gains in learners’ writing than comprehensive feedback, where teachers
respond to all error types. In terms of directness, indirect feedback has been
found to lead to long-term development, but direct feedback has also been
shown to be useful, particularly for lower-proficiency students (Ferris,
2010). Furthermore, researchers have examined explicit feedback (e.g.,
Bitchener & Knoch, 2010a; Ferris, 2006). Evidence suggests that explicitness can be beneficial for some learners, yet Ferris and Roberts (2001)
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found no significant difference in improvement between students who received more and less explicit feedback. Despite the numerous studies on
written feedback, much of what we know in this line of inquiry is still
inconclusive (Guénette, 2007; Liu & Brown, 2015). In their meta-analysis of
32 published articles and 12 dissertations, Liu and Brown (2015) show that
lack of consensus in the written corrective feedback literature is primarily
because of inconsistent methodological transparency, design, and analysis. Guénette (2007) also attributes the contradictory evidence to differences in research design and methods. Furthermore, similar to Ferris
(2010), Liu and Brown (2015) contend that many studies on written feedback “have limited ecological value,” particularly those that have a “oneshot” treatment design and those focusing on targeted items, because
writing instructors’ aims are “generally to help students improve overall
accuracy rather than accuracy of a single linguistic form or structure” (p.
74). As they further note, most teachers often offer “customized feedback”
tailored to the specific needs of individual students to improve their overall writing ability. Therefore, Liu and Brown (2015) conclude with a call
for more research on authentic feedback that practicing teachers actually
provide.
Recently, a growing number of studies have examined the authentic feedback practices of groups of L2 writing teachers in EFL settings
(e.g., Lee, 2009, 2016), US-based intensive English programs (IEPs; e.g.,
Montgomery & Baker, 2007), and first-year writing (FYW) programs
(e.g., Ene & Upton, 2014; Ferris, 2006). Most of these studies have shown
that L2 writing teachers’ feedback is principally corrective, direct, and
comprehensive, and the feedback target is overwhelmingly concerned
with form-level issues (e.g., grammar). In their longitudinal, two-semester
study of teachers’ electronic feedback (e-feedback) practices, however,
Ene and Upton (2014) found that that nearly 60% of feedback was on
global issues (e.g., content, organization), and only about a third was devoted to local matters (e.g., grammar, mechanics). Some differences in the
literature on teachers’ response practices, as Hyland and Hyland (2006)
suggest, may be due to contextual factors such as educational settings, institutional constraints, and classroom instruction.
Collectively, these studies on L2 writing teachers’ feedback practices have
increased our understanding of not only their actual feedback behavior
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but also the real challenges teachers face in responding to student writing.
Further, they have offered implications and recommendations for individual teachers and L2 writing teacher education. For example, Junqueira
and Payant (2015) note that “responding to student writing is not a task
that can easily be done in a vacuum and L2 teachers must be responsive
to their local realities” (p. 34). They, therefore, suggest that L2 writing teacher
education raise teachers’ awareness of the importance of specific teaching
contexts in responding to student writing. They also recommend making
training in responding to student writing an integral part of the teacher
education curriculum (p. 34), given that this task is the most challenging,
stressful, and time-consuming activity in the professional lives of writing
instructors.
Although we agree with this recommendation to a certain degree,
teacher cognition research suggests that teacher education may have
varying effects on teachers’ practices (Borg, 2006). These studies have consistently shown that other factors, such as the apprenticeship of observation
(Lortie, 1975), or what teachers learn about teaching through observations of their teachers as students, as well as institutional and curricular
constraints, may have a more powerful influence on teachers’ actual practices (see Borg, 2006, for a comprehensive review). In fact, research on
L2 teachers and teaching has repeatedly shown that the context in which
teachers work has a tremendous impact on what they do (e.g., Borg, 2006;
Farrell & Lim, 2005; Lee, 2016). These contextual factors may include institutional ideology, philosophy, attitude, culture, colleagues, curriculum,
and student proficiency and needs (Borg, 2006; Goldstein, 2006; Matsuda,
Saenkhum, & Accardi, 2013). Similarly, L2 writing research has found that
these factors can profoundly influence teachers’ responding practices, despite university-based teacher training and even teachers’ willingness to
change (e.g., Lee, 2016). Goldstein (2004) contends that “[p]rogammatic
and institutional attitudes towards writing, towards writing teachers, and
towards different multilingual populations can greatly affect how teachers
provide written commentary” (p. 65).
Therefore, rather than focusing on individual or groups of teachers
in potentially disparate settings, Middlewood and Abbott (2015) propose
that, in order to transform practice, change needs to start at the program
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(or school) level. They advocate that programs (or schools) need to adopt
the stance of a “learning organization,” which engages in in-house
reflexive inquiries of local practice (e.g., classroom instruction, assessment), if such programs and schools desire to realize context-specific
transformations. While also informed by external research, such a program seeks out candid answers to uncomfortable questions relevant to
its specific context in order to achieve positive internal improvements. In
the L2 writing literature, Matsuda et al. (2013) is one example of an
in-house inquiry. As they suggest, it is crucial to engage in internal
inquiries of local practice in order to realize purposeful change within the
specific educational context. Particularly concerning written feedback, we
agree with Christiansen and Bloch (2016) and Lee (2016) that the specific
institutional context in which feedback occurs matters because writing
programs espouse, explicitly or implicitly, a certain policy and approach
that may or may not always coincide with teachers’ beliefs and practices
(Matsuda et al., 2013; Montgomery & Baker, 2007).
Adopting the stance of a learning organization, this article reports on
an in-house inquiry into the response practices of a group of first year
writing (FYW) teachers in our particular context. Specifically, we explore
the following question: What types of written feedback do ESL composition teachers in our context provide across a range of student-produced
written texts in an FYW course?
By gaining a better understanding of these teachers’ feedback practices, our aim is to bring about purposeful changes in our approach to
responding to student writing within our local context. As Middlewood
and Abbott (2015) argue, results from such program-internal inquiries
can have a greater impact on bringing about changes in local practice
than can external forces. In the following sections, we describe our local
context and the methods employed. This is followed by the discussion
of findings of and responses to our in-house inquiry. We conclude by
arguing that programs can establish philosophies of response grounded in
their specific context based on examination of local practices.
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Method
Context
Our program, focused on academic literacies for specific purposes,
is housed in the linguistics department at a large public university in the
US Midwest. The program provides advanced writing, oral communication, and critical reading instruction for matriculated international and
domestic graduate and undergraduate students. Beyond courses, our program offers online and in-person tutoring for both L1 and L2 students
through our internally coordinated writing, reading, and oral communication labs. Furthermore, we have a dedicated research unit, consisting of
faculty and graduate students, that conducts research in and of our local
educational context in order to inform our curriculum and teacher development. Although the program primarily focuses on graduate-level instruction, it oversees two FYW courses, specifically designed by the program to
meet the writing demands of international and multilingual undergraduate writers.
ENG D160, the focus of this study, is a required course only for those
matriculated international undergraduate students who have been placed
into it based on the TOEFL iBT writing section score below 24, a score of
5/6 on the institutional IEP’s composition test, and/or a grade of B or higher
in the IEP’s advanced composition course. The standardized curriculum
is designed to develop students’ academic knowledge of and abilities in
organization, coherence, idea development, summarizing, paraphrasing,
grammar, vocabulary, and source use. The course not only develops these
students’ general academic writing abilities but also prepares them for the
second course in the FYW sequence for all international and multilingual
undergraduate students, which fulfills the institutional FYW requirement for graduation.
At the time of data collection, the assessed writing assignments for
the course included a summary task, a summary-response task, a multidraft argumentative essay, and two in-class written tests. For the summary
assignment (200–250 words) in Week 4 and summary-response assignment (500–750 words) in Week 6 or 7, students wrote only one draft
on required texts that all students read. In-class test 1 (in Week 7 or 8)
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required students to read two short texts with differing viewpoints on a
thematic topic and write a short response (about one paragraph in length)
to one of the two sources provided. In-class test 2, given at the end of the
semester (Week 16), required students to write a one-paragraph response
that integrated information from two sources provided on the semester’s
theme. The multidraft essay assignment required students to choose
a topic related to the theme (e.g., social media, public health) and write an
argumentative essay between 900 and 1200 words, using at least four academic sources (formatted in APA style). The assignment stages included
a proposal, an outline, and three drafts (the drafts were due in Weeks 13,
14, and 15).
All assignments were submitted electronically via Blackboard, a virtual
course management system, and teachers assessed and provided e-feedback
using standardized grading rubrics. Although tailored specifically to each
assignment, all rubrics included categories of content, organization, academic vocabulary, source use, and mechanics, with scores allocated for
each category. A grammar category was also included. However, unlike
the other categories, students were not awarded points for correct grammar use. Instead, students could lose two or three points per error type,
depending on the grammatical error type. Two points could be deducted
if two or more grammatical errors concerning verb form, determiners, or
noun form were present; three points could be subtracted if three or more
grammatical errors dealing with sentence structure, verb tense, or missing
subject occurred. Depending on the writing assignment, teachers were
expected to respond to different aspects of student writing; however, no
detailed instruction was provided on exactly how to give feedback. For the
summary assignment, summary-response assignment, and in-class tests,
teachers were expected to provide e-feedback on both discourse and form
issues. On the multidraft essay project, students and teachers had
one-on-one conferences for the outline and draft 1. Teachers were expected
to respond to only content and organization on the outline and draft 1,
but grade and comment on content, organization, source use, grammar,
vocabulary, and mechanics on drafts 2 and 3. Besides these assessed writing tasks, students also engaged in four ungraded in-class collaborative
writing activities, for which teachers were expected to focus on content
and organization issues only.
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The course is taught by teachers with L2 writing training but with limited teaching experience who are mostly part-time instructors and graduate teaching assistants (TAs). For these teachers, continuing professional
support is provided in the form of ongoing mentoring, periodic meetings with the coordinator, supervisor observations, materials sharing and
development, and norming sessions conducted for grading assignments,
in which randomly selected student texts are evaluated. Additionally,
TAs work on one of the program’s research projects in their first semester
as graduate students, and in their second semester they do their practicum with either the composition coordinator or a teacher who has taught
ENG D160 multiple times. During the practicum, they observe the class,
support the class teacher, meet weekly with the practicum supervisor to
discuss class observations, meet with the class teacher regularly, attend
norming sessions, and teach mini and full lessons throughout the semester. In their second year as graduate students, TAs teach classes independently
with continued support as listed above. At the time of the study, TAs were
given general guidance on responding to student writing, yet no specific
instructions were provided.
Data and Analysis
Before presenting the data and analysis, it is important to note that the
study is exploratory and descriptive in nature; it should not be interpreted
as evaluative. This examination of written feedback arose from a discussion on feedback (e.g., balancing feedback on discourse and form, feedback types and amount, managing paper load) and goal setting during our
program’s annual retreat. As a learning organization that constantly seeks
to better understand our internal practices in order to realize meaningful
changes within our program, we decided that one of the many areas we
wanted to explore was our internal feedback practice.
Data analyzed consist of e-feedback given by six ENG D160 teachers
on assignments written by six randomly selected students in each teacher’s class
(36 students total).1 Among these teachers, three were male and three were
1 The study’s data are derived from the Corpus of Ohio Learner and Teacher English (COLTE), an
ongoing five-year corpus project of the English used by ESL students and instructors currently being
compiled by the Classroom Research Unit of the English Language Improvement Program (ELIP)
at Ohio University. Since September 2013, we have collected thousands of samples of assessed ESL
student writing and teachers’ electronic written feedback.
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female. At the time of this study, two were full-time lecturers, three were
part-time instructors, and one was a TA. Five had at least an MA in applied
linguistics/TESOL, and the TA was pursuing her MA in applied linguistics/
TESOL. All teachers had taken graduate-level course work in teaching L2
writing. Their university-level teaching experience ranged from one to six
years (M = 3.67; SD = 2.07), though it is important to note that they had
taught only one or two FYW courses per term over these years.
The 36 randomly selected students were matriculated international undergraduate students majoring in diverse fields of study, including
business, economics, media studies, and engineering. Twenty-two
students were male and 14 were female. Typical of our institution and
US universities in general (IIE, 2014), most students were L1 Mandarin
Chinese speakers (n = 27). The remaining students represented a variety
of other L1 language backgrounds such as Arabic (3), Portuguese (3),
French (1), Japanese (1), and Korean (1). This distribution of language
backgrounds is representative of the student population who enroll in
ENG D160. These students had studied English in their respective home
countries for an average of 8.38 years (SD = 3.44). While two students
reported not having participated in an IEP, the remaining 34 students, as
typical of students at our institution, had studied in a US-based IEP for an
average of 3.31 years (SD = 2.13).
The data consisted of all writing assignments that the 36 students
wrote and e-feedback provided on these assignments by the six teachers.
That is, the data included these teachers’ e-feedback on 36 summary, 36
summary-response, 36 in-class test 1, 36 essay draft 2, 36 essay draft 3, and
36 in-class test 2 writing tasks. Table 1 provides full descriptions of the
student assignments collected. As can be seen, the average grade for each
assignment was a B (85.63%) or higher. However, in the summary-response
assignment, one student earned a 34.5% because he only included a
“poor summary” (teacher comment). The same student also earned the
lowest grade for test 1 (65%), but he received passing scores on other
assignments (78.5%–87.5%). In contrast, one female student earned a
grade of A on each assignment; she earned 100% on both essay drafts 2
and 3, and her lowest score was a 93% on the summary.
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Table 1
Description of Student Papers
Assignment

n

Summary

36

Summaryresponse
Test 1

36

Essay draft 2

36

Essay draft 3

36

Test 2

36

Total

36

Tokens Mean
length (SD)
7,954
220.94
(31.03)
22,281
618.92
(117.40)
8,600
238.89
(37.73)
37,689
1,046.92
(197.59)
38,246
1,062.39
(186.00)
8,831
245.31
(30.80)

216 123,601

Mean grade Grade
% (SD)
range %
85.63 (06.63) 70.0–96.0
86.29 (10.61)

34.5–96.0

88.27 (08.12) 65.0–100.0
87.31 (05.81) 78.0–100.0
91.26 (05.64) 80.0–100.0
89.19 (05.82)

74.0–99.5

572.23
(387.64)

In total, we examined 4,313 e-feedback items provided on 216 texts,
as shown in Table 2. It should be noted that essay draft 1 was excluded,
since the teachers were expected to respond only to content and organization on that draft, but we were interested in examining student texts that
received both global (i.e., content, organization) and local (e.g., grammar,
mechanics) feedback. However, we included essay draft 3, a revised version of essay draft 2, to analyze the amount and types of feedback provided
on the final draft.
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Table 2
Description of Teacher Feedback
Assignment
Summary
Summaryresponse
Test 1

Essay draft 2
Essay draft 3
Test 2
Total

n

Teacher feedback Mean feedback Feedback
total
(SD)*
range
36
644
17.89 (10.04)
7–47
36
849
23.58 (12.32)
7–56
36

680

18.89 (08.52)

36
36
36

1,141
528
471

31.69 (20.23)
14.67 (09.11)
13.08 (06.26)

216

4,313

19.97 (13.35)

6–41

1–84
0–42
1–32

Note. * Mean feedback is the average number of feedback instances per text.

As also shown in Table 2, there was a wide range of feedback provided
on each writing task. For example, on essay draft 3, a student who earned
100% received zero feedback; she only received the rubric with the grade.
In contrast, a student who earned 81.5% on essay draft 2 received 84 feedback instances. Additionally, while the teachers tended to provide more
feedback on papers receiving lower grades, this was not always the case, as
was also found in Montgomery and Baker (2007). For example, a student
earning 90% on essay draft 3 received the most feedback (42 instances),
while a student who earned 78.5% on the summary received only 10
total responses.
In analyzing teacher e-feedback in these texts, we first followed Ferris,
Pezone, Tade, and Tinti’s (1997) suggestion for classifying compound
comments. For instance, if a feedback item included several different
points that crossed feedback boundaries, each unit was separated:
(1) XXXX - you have some very complex ideas in this paper. You did fix some of
the grammar issues, however, I noticed that you only focused on the ones that
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were highlighted and I did not highlight all of your errors. Make sure that you
work on proofreading in your future writing so you can catch these mistakes.2

In this end-of-text comment, the first sentence focuses on the overall
quality of the paper. The second sentence acknowledges improvements in
grammar, but it also explicitly indicates that some grammatical mistakes
were not attended to. Using a directive, the third sentence explicitly
directs the student to proofread more carefully.
Upon segmenting the feedback items, we used Ene and Upton’s (2014)
e-feedback coding scheme to analyze all feedback instances. Their framework consists of four main categories: feedback target, feedback directness,
feedback explicitness, and feedback charge. The feedback target category
consists of three subcategories: (1) general, or overall quality of paper,
paragraph, or other part of the paper; (2) discourse level, or content and
organization feedback; and (3) form level, or feedback on grammar, vocabulary, and mechanics. Each of these subcategories is further classified into
more fine-grained subtypes. While relatively comprehensive, we noticed
that some subtypes were overlooked in the form-level category. Codes for
part of speech and directing student to visit the teacher were also absent.
Therefore, we added the part-of-speech and teacher assistance subtypes
to the scheme.
The feedback directness category concerns the directness (e.g., direct
correction) or indirectness (e.g., highlighting) of the feedback. The feedback explicitness category focuses on whether the feedback is provided
explicitly (e.g., explicit correction) or implicitly (e.g., confirmation
check). The last category in their framework, feedback charge, is related
to whether the feedback is positive, in the form of encouragement or
praise, or nonpositive (i.e., corrective feedback). Although Ene and
Upton (2014) analyzed the location of feedback in their study, it was
not explicitly included in their coding scheme. Therefore, we added
the category feedback location. This category was used to distinguish
within-text (I) and end-of-text (E) feedback as a way to analyze the
amount of within- and end-of-text feedback included. The following
examples illustrate the coding system used:
2 All exceprts are transcribed directly from the teachers’ comments verbatim. Any spelling, punctuation, or
grammar errors are from the original sources.
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(2) . . . many college students cannot pass online courses compared to traditional classes, and less fewer students can get university degrees. [Vw (word/
phrase choice) / Dc (correction) / Ec (correction or evaluative comment) / Rn
(non-positive feedback) / I (within-text feedback)]
(3) Transition? China has one of the largest populations in the world . . .
[Otr (transitions) / Ds (explicit statement something is wrong or problematic) /
Iw (indicates a problem but no correction provided) / Rn (nonpositive feedback)
/ I (within-text feedback)]
(5) Try to work on your sentence structures a little more in future writing.
[Gs (sentence structure) / Dd (directive) / Ed (directive) / Rn (nonpositive feedback) / E (end-of-text feedback)]
(6) Overall, excellent summary response. [Q (overall quality) / Da (acknowledgement of correct language usage or agreement with content) / Ec (correction or
evaluative comment) / Rs (positive feedback) / E (end-of-text feedback)]

In (2), the teacher provides direct and explicit correction on vocabulary
within the text, while in (3) the teacher directly indicates that a transition problem exists but offers no explicit correction. Both (5) and (6)
are end-of-text comments. The former is an explicit directive on sentence
structure; the latter offers a positive comment on overall text quality.
Appendix A describes Ene and Upton’s (2014) modified coding scheme
used in this study.
After pilot coding 60 papers (approximately 25%), the first and
second authors worked independently to manually code every feedback instance in the remaining 156 student papers, upon which the
feedback items were normalized to occurrences per 1,000 words (ptw).
To establish intercoder agreement, every feedback category was checked.
Agreement between the first two authors was extremely high for each
category: target (89.9%), directness (97.7%), explicitness (95.7%), charge
(100%), and location (100%). The remaining discrepancies were discussed
until we reached full agreement.
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Results
The results show that the frequency of responses varied across writing assignments. Essay draft 2 received the most feedback (9.23 ptw),
followed by the summary-response (6.85 ptw). However, the shorter
assignments (summary, test 1, and test 2) and essay draft 3 received fewer
instances of feedback (5.21 ptw, 5.5 ptw, 3.81 ptw, 4.28 ptw, respectively).
While some studies have found no relationship between text length and
feedback quantity (e.g., Ene & Upton, 2014), our analysis shows that there
might be a relationship, supporting Storch’s (2010) contention that assignment length impacts feedback quantity. In what follows, we present the
results of each feedback category analyzed in turn.
General, Discourse-level, and Form-level Feedback
The teachers provided little general feedback about the overall quality
of papers. The analysis shows a decline of general feedback over time, with
the first writing task (summary) receiving most of this type of feedback
(2.69%) and the last task (test 2) receiving the least (0.26%). The small
amount of generalized feedback provided was in the form of end-oftext comments and was mostly positive evaluation of the quality of the
work. One teacher provided a general comment on at least one student
paper per assignment while another teacher offered no general feedback
on any paper. The remaining teachers were highly inconsistent in providing such comments. Our findings are consistent with Ene and Upton
(2014), who also found that teachers in their study offered few commentaries on overall text quality. Rather than offer such general commentaries, Ene and Upton suggest that teachers are inclined to focus more on
providing text-specific feedback because “students tend to make the most
substantial revisions in response” to these types of comments (p. 89).
However, the degree to which this may be the case in the present study is
unclear.
Table 3 shows the frequencies of discourse- and form-level feedback in
each of the assignments analyzed. The overwhelming amount of feedback
on these texts focused on form. In fact, between 68.8% and 87.6% constituted issues pertaining to form. Proportionally, the summary received the
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least form-centric feedback, with about 31% devoted to discourse issues.
However, besides essay draft 2, Table 3 shows a steady diachronic increase
in the percentage of form-focused feedback.
Table 3
Frequencies of Discourse- and Form-Level Feedback
Assignment

n

Summary
Summaryresponse
Test 1
Essay draft 2
Essay draft 3
Test 2

36
36
36
36

1.08 (20.1)
2.33 (25.7)
0.60 (14.6)
0.47 (12.4)

4.30 (79.9)
6.74 (74.3)
3.50 (85.4)
3.33 (87.6)

5.38
9.07
4.10
3.80

216

1.24 (21.9)

4.42 (78.1)

5.66

Total

Discourse feedback Form feedback Total frefrequency (%)
frequency (%) quency
36
1.58 (31.2)
3.49 (68.8)
5.07
36
1.39 (20.7)
5.32 (79.3)
6.71

Note. Frequencies are occurrences per 1,000 words.

Therefore, although variation in the amount of feedback given per
text type exists, there seems to be less distinction in terms of the feedback target, with most feedback focused on form. Our findings do not
support some studies that have found that, while feedback practices
vary, ESL writing instructors are inclined to place greater emphasis on
global over local issues (e.g., Ene & Upton, 2014; Ferris, 2014; Ferris et
al., 1997). However, the results converge with other studies, which have
shown that writing teachers tend to focus more on local matters (i.e.,
form), despite their reported beliefs of mainly concentrating on discourse
issues (e.g., Lee, 2009; Montgomery & Baker, 2007). In their case study
of a novice ESL teacher, Junqueira and Payant (2015) also found that, in
contrast to the teacher’s stated belief, she primarily focused on form
in her actual practice. Likewise, the teachers in the present study placed
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greater importance on form, in spite of the recommendations of balancing discourse- and form-focused feedback by L2 writing specialists (e.g.,
Bitchener & Ferris, 2012).
Content- and Organization-Focused Feedback
The teachers provided limited rhetorical-level feedback, but, when
they did, the emphasis was predominantly on content as opposed to organization, supporting previous studies (Ene & Upton, 2014; Montgomery
& Baker, 2007). In fact, over 80% of the discourse-focused responses pertained to content (M = 1.03 ptw), and slightly above 17% related to organization (M = 0.22 ptw). Examining the subcategories of content-focused
responses revealed consistency across writing tasks; over 87% concerned
development, clarity, and overall content quality, and less than 13%
referred to content accuracy. While the teachers provided relatively little
feedback on organization, they responded primarily on the subcategories
of transitions, cohesion, topic sentence, and idea placement (80% plus)
across assignments, and feedback on paragraph order was completely
absent, even in multiparagraph texts. However, some subcategories—
thesis statement and overall quality—varied considerably. Comments
on thesis statements, for example, were not present in the summaryresponses and test 2, while they were more highly present on test 1 (17.4%)
and essay draft 2 (9.2%), most likely because of the nature of the tasks.
Grammar, Vocabulary, and Mechanical Feedback
Turning to local issues, we also found uniformity in the types of form
teachers focused on. Although grammar (M = 1.90 ptw) was the principle aspect teachers commented on, vocabulary (M = 1.40 ptw) was
also highly emphasized, especially in the summary and essay draft 2. The
distribution of form types ranged across assignments; however, most
grammar-related feedback was on verb tense/form, noun form, sentence
structure, articles, and part of speech (73% plus). The remaining grammar issues were on agreement (e.g., subject-verb), omission (e.g., missing
object), pronouns, word order, and overall grammar quality, though the
last two subcategories were nonexistent in some assignments (e.g., test 1,
essay draft 3). While we expected to observe decreasing trends in terms
of the types of form-focused feedback provided across assignments and
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over time, as found in other studies (e.g., Ferris et al., 1997; Junqueira &
Payant, 2015), no such pattern emerged. For example, verb tense/form received the most attention on the summary and the least in test 1, and sentence structure received considerable attention on the summary-response
but little in test 2. However, a reverse trend occurred for articles and noun
form; articles received the most attention in essay draft 3 while noun form
was the most commented-on type in test 2.
Although they focused more on grammar overall, the teachers placed
a considerable amount of effort responding to wording or phrasing issues.
In fact, the quantity of feedback on grammar and vocabulary provided was
virtually equal for the summary and essay draft 2. The summary received
1.29 ptw of vocabulary feedback and 1.30 ptw of grammar feedback.
Likewise, in essay draft 2, the teachers provided 2.48 ptw of vocabulary
and 2.52 ptw of grammar feedback. This suggests that the use of appropriate
academic vocabulary was something that these teachers highly valued
or perhaps was easier to mark. Upon examining the two subcategories
of vocabulary feedback, over 98% of all feedback unsurprisingly was on
word and phrase choices; very limited feedback was devoted to the overall
quality of vocabulary use. The teachers also provided extensive feedback
on mechanical issues (M = 1.09 ptw). The summary-response (1.51 ptw)
and essay draft 2 (1.67 ptw) received the most responses on mechanics. In
both text types, the teachers primarily responded to general formatting
and documentation issues. Even in the last writing tasks (test 2), over 18%
of the feedback was on mechanics.
Feedback Directness and Explicitness
Table 4 presents the frequencies of direct and indirect feedback across
assignment types. Although Bitchener and Ferris (2012) recommend that
teachers combine both direct and indirect feedback, the majority of feedback provided, irrespective of writing task, was direct, which is consistent
with previous studies (Ene & Upton, 2014; Lee, 2009). Direct feedback
consisted of mostly direct corrections (38.4%), statements indicating
problems (32.2%), directives (11.8%), and deletions (6.3%). In fact, these
four subcategories comprised approximately 89% of all direct feedback
types. At the extreme end, 61% of all feedback in test 2 was direct corrections; the summary received the fewest instances of such corrections, but
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28% was still of this type. Also, the summary and essay draft 2 received a
slightly greater number of statements of problems than direct corrections.
Yet, combined with deletions, the teachers mostly fixed student writing
directly using Microsoft Word’s track changes function. While supporting
Lee (2009), who also found that corrections and deletions were common
practices of Hong Kong EFL teachers, the findings differ from Ene and
Upton (2014), who discovered that directives and rule explanations were
more common in their study. While infrequent, the vast majority of indirect feedback was of the underlining/highlighting type (93%–98%); rarely
did the teachers use other strategies (e.g., error codes).
Table 4
Frequencies of Direct and Indirect Feedback
Assignment n
Summary
Summaryresponse
Test 1
Essay draft 2
Essay draft 3
Test 2

36
36

Direct feedback
frequency (%)
4.83 (92.7)
5.62 (82.0)

Indirect feedback
frequency (%)
0.38 (7.3)
1.23 (18.0)

Total frequency
5.21
6.85

36
36
36
36

4.76 (86.2)
7.31 (79.2)
3.90 (91.1)
3.21 (84.3)

0.76 (13.8)
1.92 (20.8)
0.38 (8.9)
0.60 (15.7)

5.52
9.23
4.28
3.81

Total

216 4.94 (84.9)

0.88 (15.1)

5.82

Note. Frequencies are occurrences per 1,000 words.

Similar to Ene and Upton’s (2014) finding, the teachers provided mainly
explicit feedback, as shown in Table 5. Also, converging with Lee (2009),
the vast majority of explicit feedback was in the form of explicit corrections,
ranging from 51.6% in the summary to 79% in test 2. The teachers also
provided explanations of problems and directives to correct problems, but
rarely were examples or error codes used. As also shown in Table 5, the
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teachers provided more implicit feedback in the summary-response and
essay draft 2. Implicit feedback was realized mostly in the form of indicating
a problem without offering any correction, but the teachers also asked for
clarification and confirmation.
Table 5
Frequencies of Explicit and Implicit Feedback
Assignment n
Summary
Summaryresponse
Test 1
Essay draft 2
Essay draft 3
Test 2

36
36

Explicit feedback
frequency (%)
4.07 (78.1)
4.26 (62.2)

Implicit feedback
frequency (%)
1.14 (21.9)
2.59 (37.8)

Total frequency
5.21
6.85

36
36
36
36

3.83 (69.4)
5.54 (60.0)
3.10 (72.4)
2.80 (73.5)

1.69 (30.6)
3.69 (40.0)
1.18 (27.6)
1.01 (26.5)

5.52
9.23
4.28
3.81

Total

216 3.93 (67.5)

1.89 (32.5)

5.82

Note. Frequencies are occurrences per 1,000 words.

Feedback Charge and Location
In congruence with Ene and Upton (2014) and Lee (2009), the vast
majority of feedback was corrective. Besides the first assignment
(summary), which received about 9% of positive feedback, the teachers
provided no more than 7% of praise or encouragement across the remaining assignments. Further supporting previous studies (Ene & Kosobucki,
2016; Ene & Upton, 2014; Ferris et al., 1997), an inordinate amount
of feedback was provided within the text, with very few end-of-text
comments. The summary assignment received the greatest number
of end-of-text comments (21%). However, in the other texts, less than 6% of
the feedback was provided at the end of the text. As was the case in Ene
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and Upton’s (2014) study, most of the feedback was provided as comment
bubbles using Microsoft Word’s review function, but, as mentioned above,
the teachers also used the track changes function extensively to make corrections or deletions.
Discussion
Our analysis revealed some variations in the amount and types of feedback that teachers provided on student writing. The summary-response
assignment and essay draft 2, two of the longer assignments, included
not only greater total instances of feedback but also received more
form-focused feedback, direct and indirect feedback, and implicit feedback. Also, essay draft 2 received the highest amount of discourse-level
(mainly content-focused) and explicit feedback. The summary, which
was the first and shortest writing task, received the most positive feedback. While such variations exist, the teachers, across task types, primarily provided form-focused feedback, supporting some previous studies
(Lee, 2009; Montgomery & Baker, 2007) yet diverging from others (Ene
& Upton, 2014; Ferris, 2014; Ferris et al., 1997). Most feedback was direct
and explicit (Ene & Upton, 2014), typically in the form of explicit corrections and deletions, similar to Lee’s (2009) findings. Also supporting
previous findings, the overwhelming majority of feedback was corrective
and occurred in marginal comment bubbles or directly in the text (e.g.,
Ene & Upton, 2014). Further, while some previous studies found that the
amount of feedback on form decreased diachronically (e.g., Ferris et al.,
1997; Junqueira & Payant, 2015), no such pattern emerged in this study.
Upon reflecting on the overwhelming emphasis on direct/explicit
feedback on form across assignments, we identified a few potential reasons for this prominence. One possible reason may be due to the course
goals. Using academic grammar and vocabulary appropriately are two
main learning objectives. The teachers might have considered feedback
on form to be crucial in meeting the goals, particularly since most in-class
teaching emphasized content and organization instruction with limited
instruction on form. Although these course objectives may be contributing factors, the extent to which these constraints compelled the teachers to
place such importance on form in their responses is unclear (Lee, 2009).
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Relatedly, it is possible that the nature of the writing assignments impacted
the teachers’ practices. While the course included a multidraft essay project, all other writing tasks were “one shot” (or single draft). Therefore,
although these teachers might have been aware of the importance of process writing, they might have felt inclined to “adopt a product-oriented
approach” to giving feedback (Lee, 2009, p. 18), perhaps because of the
nature of the assignments. However, this may not explain the fact that,
even in essay draft 2, the vast majority of responses pertained to form with
little to no negative or positive feedback on discourse issues, similar to
Montgomery and Baker’s (2007) findings.
Another important component of the curriculum that might provide insight into these teachers’ practices is the grading rubrics. In their
exploration of the relationship between feedback and rubrics, Ene and
Kosobucki (2016) found that rubrics have a profound impact on what
teachers emphasize and how they give feedback. They suggest that institutionally mandated rubrics can compel teachers to focus on aspects they
perceive the program values. Although the standardized rubrics for all
course assignments placed greater weight on content and organization,
they also included categories focused on grammar, vocabulary, source
documentation, and mechanics. With both vocabulary and source documentation, ten points were possible for each; five points were devoted to
mechanics. As mentioned earlier, however, for the grammar section, papers did not earn any points for successful use; rather, they could lose up
to two to three points per grammar error type. If two or more grammatical
errors involving verb form, articles and determiners, or part of speech,
for example, were present, two points per error type could be deducted.
If three or more grammatical errors relating to sentence structure, verb
tense, or subject omission, for example, were present, three points could
be deducted for each type. Therefore, the rubrics could have had an effect
on these teachers’ feedback practices. However, we suggest that these three
factors combined might have led these teachers to place greater effort on
responding to form over content and organization.
Beyond the curriculum, the literature suggests other possible explanations for the inordinate amount of direct/explicit form-focused feedback.
In her study, Lee (2009) found that the majority of teacher feedback was
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direct/explicit correction. As she suggests, while teachers may believe that
students should be responsible for identifying and correcting their own
errors, teachers have a tendency to do so themselves because they believe
that students are incapable. Furthermore, she found that teachers tend to
place more emphasis on form in their feedback because student texts include far more form- than discourse-level problems. It is possible that our
teachers also viewed the focal students’ writing to include a greater
number of errors on form than on content and organization. As the literature also indicates, the apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975)
and prior experience can have tremendous influences on teachers (Borg,
2006). It is possible that these teachers were responding to their students’
writing not only in a similar way to the way they were given feedback as
students but also based on their previous teaching experience. The literature also suggests that “fatigue and an overwhelming paper load” can
affect teachers’ practices (Ferris et al., 1997, p. 173). Since commenting
on ideas may require a greater cognitive load and amount of time, it is
possible that directly correcting local problems could have been perceived
tacitly as being easier to do and cognitively less demanding (Ene & Upton,
2014), considering the number of writing tasks and student texts to which
the teachers needed to respond. Furthermore, as Montgomery and Baker
(2007) suggest, since many ESL students believe that commenting on
form errors is a crucial part of writing instruction, and these students
seem to prefer “lots of comments” on form-related matters (p. 93),
writing teachers tend to accommodate students’ preferences. It could be
the case that the focal teachers in our context also might have met what
they tacitly believed to be their students’ expectations. Nevertheless, such
an emphasis on correcting form not only signals to “students that local
issues are more important than global issues” in writing but also suggests
that “they should prioritize local errors” in their writing (Montgomery &
Baker, 2007, p. 95).
An In-House Response
In response to our findings, we have taken and continue to take several measures to ensure that our teachers have the resources, tools, and
support needed to move beyond their current responding practices. First,
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we have worked together to revise the ENG D160 curriculum. Besides
the in-class test, out-of-class writing assignments are now multidraft in
order to encourage our teachers to adopt a process-oriented approach
to feedback. These multidraft writing tasks include a synthesis paper, in
which students synthesize information from at least three sources, and a
secondary research paper, which builds on the synthesis assignment, with
a minimum of four sources. We have also considered ways for students
to respond to feedback on the in-class test to not only provide them opportunities to improve their grades but also to emphasize process writing
(e.g., submitting a revised version of the test based on teacher feedback;
engaging in a reflective writing task in which students reflect on goals,
successes, and future plans). Also included in the curriculum is more
space for instruction focused on targeted grammatical items commonly
misused by our students as well as time for teacher- and peer-assisted
in-class writing, proofreading, and editing.
In addition, we have revised the grading rubrics for all FYW courses
to minimize teachers’ compulsion to hyperfocus on local issues (Ene &
Kosobucki, 2016). Specifically, the rubrics now include a section where
students can earn points for successful language use rather than being
strictly penalized for only misuses. Relatedly, regular training sessions on
responding to student writing and using the grading rubrics appropriately
have been established. In such sessions, we have underscored the need to
balance discourse and form feedback, direct and indirect feedback, and
negative and positive feedback (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012). We have also
encouraged teachers to include end-of-text comments that balance successful areas in student writing as well as areas for continued development, as it has been found that learners appreciate such comments (Ene &
Kosobucki, 2016). In their case study of an L2 learner, Ene and Kosobucki
found end-of-text comments to be “the most informative, have clarifying
power, and support learner motivation” (p. 10). They, therefore, contend
that “there is value in adopting pedagogical practices that include marginal
and end comments for L2 learners” (p. 11), supporting other L2 writing
researchers (e.g., Ferris & Hedgcock, 2005).
To further support our teachers, we have offered other professional development opportunities. These activities have included brownbag
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discussions on feedback (e.g., balancing feedback on discourse and form,
direct and indirect feedback, time management and paper load) in which
all of our teachers shared their approach to written responses, as well as
engaged in collaborative feedback in which groups of teachers work together on student papers in order to learn various options for providing
feedback from their peers. Furthermore, our internal inquiry has led to
our teachers reflecting on their beliefs and practices in seeking congruence in their teaching lives. They have written initial feedback statements
outlining their feedback approach and rationale to encourage reflection
on beliefs and practices on giving feedback (Junqueira & Payant, 2015).
As a program, we also have participated in online discussion series on
feedback and assessing writing sponsored by TESOL’s Second Language
Writing Interest Section. In collaboration with other units at our institution, one of the leading experts on L2 writing was invited to share current
research and “best practices” on providing feedback to L2 learners with
not only our teachers but with the larger community of writing teachers
at our institution. Engagement in these series of discussions led to some
important principles: prioritize feedback on meaning, focus feedback on
individual student needs and readiness, limit form-focused feedback to
encourage risk-taking, prioritize form-focused feedback on mistakes
affecting meaning, include both praise and constructive criticism, and
encourage student reflection.
These activities and discussions in turn have led to the development
of a program-level statement on feedback (see Appendix B), which complements our existing programmatic teaching philosophy. As Matsuda
et al. (2013) discovered in their institutional investigation, teachers form
an “impression” of a program’s policies, even in the absence of such policies.
Similarly, Montgomery and Baker (2007) found that, without an officially
articulated philosophy, regular in-house teacher training sessions on feedback have a limited (to nonexistent) effect on changing teachers’ practices. Lee (2016) contends that, without a commitment to and support for
teacher improvement at the administration level, even teachers’ willingness to change is momentary at best. Rather than taking a top-down approach, all teachers involved in our program collaboratively participated
in writing our shared philosophy on feedback that is aligned with current
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“best practices” (Bitchener & Ferris, 2012; Ferris, 2014) as well as our collective teaching experiences in our local context. This jointly-constructed
statement has allowed us not only to reflect upon and reexamine our own
previous individual beliefs and practices but, more importantly, to also
take a more intentional, committed, principled, and collective approach
to responding to student writing. Both our program-level teaching and
feedback philosophies emphasize our shared core values and are intended
to guide both teachers and administration in developing and teaching our
courses as well as in the training of new instructors and TAs. As the field’s
search for the most effective approach to responding to student writing
continues, so too is our committed pursuit, as reflected in this present
study, in providing students in our local context with what we, as an
organization, believe is the most helpful feedback based on our continued
internal data-driven examination of our response practices.
Conclusion
In this in-house inquiry, we explored the feedback practices of a
group of FYW teachers in our program in order to better understand their
response behaviors, which resulted in bringing about purposeful change
within our local setting (Middlewood & Abbott, 2015). As Middlewood
and Abbott maintain, “Only by regularly reassessing internal practices
can improvements occur” (p. 23). Since we, as a collaborative program,
consider ourselves to be a learning organization with a shared sense of
purpose, this in-house inquiry is one aspect of our internal questioning as
reflective practitioners.
Although the findings of our internal inquiry may not be generalizable to
other educational settings, we suggest that issues emerging from our local
examination may resonate with those in similar contexts. We conclude
with some recommendations for such programs. First, we believe that it is
crucial for programs to establish a clearly articulated program-level statement
on their philosophy of and approach to teaching in general and responding to student writing in particular (Matsuda et al., 2013; Montgomery &
Baker, 2007). It is critically important for each program to have in place a
clear position on its approach to feedback, be committed to the approach,
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and offer support for teachers. Such a statement, however, needs to
be constructed collaboratively in order for all stakeholders involved to be
invested in the process and engage in practices in accordance with the
communal philosophy.
Additionally, we highly encourage programs to engage in their own
in-house inquiries in order to better understand their internal practices
and to make informed, purposeful, and context-specific changes. Yet it
is crucially imperative that programs take a collaborative, nonevaluative,
and exploratory approach to these endeavors. As Middlewood and Abbott
(2015) propose, programs should work toward establishing their “shared
purpose to develop into a purposeful change model” (p. 59) to pursue
continuous development of their local learning organization. In so doing,
programs would create a “culture of positive restlessness” (p. 58) and
collaboratively pursue locally relevant inquiries in order to bring about
meaningful improvements in their specific context.
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Appendix A
Teacher Electronic Feedback Coding Scheme
(adapted from Ene & Upton, 2014, pp. 90–91)
1. Feedback target
Category

Code

Explanation

Example

General

Q

Overall quality of a paragraph, “Your summary is overall
larger part of a paper, or entire well written.”
paper

Cc

Clarity or understandability

“Is this related to the
steps?”

Cd

(Lack of) development

“You have to explain why
this is good.”

Ca

Accuracy of information or
interpretation, or a claim’s
truth value of a claim

“The source does not say
this. I have read this source
and this is not correct.”

Cq

Overall quality of content of a
whole paragraph or paper

“Effective discussion of
Gladwell’s work.”

Transitions

“There should be a transition here.”

Oth

Thesis statement

“Thesis of this paragraph?”

Oto

Topic sentence

“Good topic sentence.”

Och

Coherence and cohesion

“You do not connect this to
hacking or identity theft.”

Op

Idea placement

“Why mentioning the hospital here?”

Oo

Paragraph order

“I think you should reorder
your paragraphs.”

Oq

Overall quality of organization

“Very well organized.”

Discourse
level
Content

Organization Otr
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Form level
Vocabulary

Grammar/
syntax/
morphology

Mechanics

Vw

Word/phrase choice

“This is not the right word.”

Vq

Overall quality of vocabulary

“Excellent use of academic
language . . . ”

Gs

Sentence structure

“Modify your sentence
structure in this paragraph.”

Go

Omission (e.g., subject, verb)

“This sentence has no
subject.”

Gw

Word order

“Word order: ‘people are
increasingly using’”

Gv

Verb tense or form

“Be careful what tense you
use.”

Gn

Noun form

. . . countriesy (plural
forms) . . .

Gart

Articles

For example, in the movie
“2012” . . .

Gagr

Agreement (e.g., subject-verb)

. . . negative effects areis
analyzed.

Gp

Prepositions

. . . diversity of options for
students . . .

Gpron Pronouns

. . . that it they can diminish students’ ability . . .

Gpos

Part of speech

. . . both extroverted and
introverted personalities
are actively in social networks . . .

Gq

Overall quality of grammar

“ . . . there are some grammar problems.”

Mp

Punctuation

Although, (punctuation:
comma unnecessary)

Ms

Spelling

. . . and especial (Sp., special) classes to learn . . .
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Writing
process

Md

Documentation or attribution “Who is the author of this
source, Huang or Fast Knife
Blue Shirt”

Mf

Formatting

Mq

Overall quality of mechanics

Pr

Revision

“I’m giving you another opportunity this time to revise
what you have here.”

Pw

Writing lab assistance

“See writing lab.”

Pt

Teacher assistance

“We worked two hours in
finding sources, but if you
need more help I’ll be happy to meet with you again.”

Wq

Overall quality of revision

“Effective revisions.”

“Double spaced/indent”

2. Feedback directness
Category

Code Explanation

Example

Direct

Dc

Correction (correct form pro- InTo conclude, the author
vided: replacement, reformu- indicates that . . .
lation, insertion)

Ds

Explicit statement that something is wrong or problematic

“capitalization”

Dr

Rule or explanation is provided

“You cannot use the indefinite article with a plural.”

Dd

Directive

“Delete”

De

Example is provided

“For example: also, in addition.”

Du

Incorrect form is crossed out

. . . the author still advises
adults need to spend some
time . . .

Da

Acknowledgment of correct
language usage or agreement
with content

“This is a really interesting
idea!”
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Indirect

Ig

Error is graphically marked:
underlining, highlighting,
circling

. . . I agree that social media
become more popular and a
lot of people start using it . . .

It

Error count is provided

“3 verb tense errors”

Ict

Error codes are used (e.g., wc
for word choice)

“C/NC noun”

3. Feedback explicitness
Category

Code

Explanation

Example

Explicit

Ec

Correction or evaluative
comment

Similarityly, in China, a few
years ago . . .

Ed

Directive

“Do not start your paper
with a question.”

Ect

Error codes

“POS”

Ep

Explanations or statements
that something is wrong or
problematic

“Too close to original”

Ew

Example is provided

“Instead you need a construction like ‘Gossip still
has a positive effect because
it can maintain . . . ’”

Icc

Confirmation check

“Other information on the
internet, right”?

Icr

Clarification check

“What do you mean by
‘manipulation’?”

Ip

Explanation without correction

“The verb ‘discuss’ is typically followed by a noun or
noun phrase.”

Iw

Indicates something is wrong
but no correction is provided

. . . the king of this country
wants people to do some
crazy business (informal) to
shift their minds.”

Implicit
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4. Feedback charge
Category

Code Explanation

Example

Positive

Rs

Praise, encouragement, or acknowledgment of something
positive

“Great intro to this information!”

Nonpositive

Rn

All feedback that is not Rs.

“I’m not sure what you mean
by this word.”

5. Feedback location
Category

Code

Explanation

Example

Within-text

I

Feedback provided within
in the paper (e.g., comment
bubbles, track changes)

“research is a non-count
noun

End-of-text

E

Feedback provided at the end
of the paper

“Your summary is strong,
but your response is rather
unfocused.”

Appendix B
Program Statement on Feedback
The starting point of our philosophy on responding to student work is
the needs of our students. We view response as a complex social process
and activity centered on helping students negotiate and communicate
their individual meanings. As a learning activity, we view response as a
dialogic, interactive, and goal-oriented endeavor that involves scaffolding
and mediation through selective intervention in order to assist students in
developing the knowledge, abilities, and tools necessary to become autonomous and competent communicators.
Based on this philosophy, we approach our response practices according to the following guidelines:
1. Feedback will be customized to the specific student and context
(class, assignment, draft/presentation, etc.).
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2. Feedback will include both encouragement and constructive
criticism.
3. Feedback will focus more on global concerns (i.e., content, organization) than on local issues (e.g., grammar, mechanics, phonology) unless
these local errors are major concerns that interfere with meaning.
4. Feedback will include questions to promote student thinking and autonomy, or when ideas are unclear. Imperatives are used if the issue
must be revised.
5. Feedback on errors will be selective and targeted rather than comprehensive, based on course objectives, student need, and assignment; not all errors or problems will be identified in the feedback.
6. In written assignments, feedback on errors, such as grammar, mechanics, citations, or word choice, will be primarily indirect. Direct
feedback will be used when it is likely the student is unable to fix
the error on his or her own, and an explanation will be included.
Feedback on errors will be provided the first few times for repeated
errors or concerns, and then students will be asked to find and correct these errors on their own.
7. Summative comments will be included in the feedback, moving from
something positive to then highlighting a few of the main areas and
concerns in need of improvement.
8. For each assignment, a grading rubric will be used. Students will
practice with the rubric, or at least discuss it, before submitting or
presenting their work.
9. Graded assignments are integrated into the course (e.g., reviewed in
class with students revising/asking questions, discussed during
office hours/conferences, etc.).
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The Genre of Teacher
Comments from Hard
Copy to iPad
Jennifer Grouling
Ball State University
Although scholars have advocated for new technologies for responding to student
work, there has been little study of how commenting style varies across types of
technologies. Using a combination of artifact analysis and interviews, this study
shows how the comments of five writing instructors varied between hard-copy and
iPad-collected papers. Comments were coded for focus and mode based on previous work by Straub and Lunsford (1995). The overall focus, mode, and length of
comments remained consistent across types of technology. In addition, the genre
of the end comment (Smith, 1997) remained consistent and appeared unaffected by
technology use. However, participants made more imperative marginal comments
using the iPad. Interviews showed a difference in comfort and tactile experiences
with the iPad that may account for this difference. Ultimately, the use of different
technologies may affect teachers’ emotions and embodied experiences, which may
have a more significant effect on mode of comments than the technology itself.
Future studies should further examine the connections between the material use of
technology, the emotions of the users, and changes in commenting style.
Keywords: response, commenting, technology, iPad
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In the 1980s and 1990s, composition studies worked to both describe current practices in teacher commentary and develop guidelines
for best practices (Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Daiker, 1989; Freedman,
Greenleaf, & Sperling, 1987; Hillocks, 1982; Schwegler, 1991; Smith,
1997; N. Sommers, 1982; Sperling, 1994; Straub & Lunsford, 1995). Work
in this vein has continued in the 21st century (Batt, 2005; Ferris, 2014;
Fife & O’Neill, 2001) but has not been as prevalent as in past decades.
Current research has examined different technologies for responding to
student work. Research on audio feedback has continued (Anson, 1997;
J. Sommers, 2012) and has evolved into work on using screencasting
to respond to student work (Anson, Dannels, Laboy, & Carneiro, 2016;
Thompson & Lee, 2012). Despite scholars’ fruitful discussion of the advantages of audio and screencast feedback, it has not become common
practice. Ferris (2014, p. 16) found that of 129 teachers surveyed, all reported using written feedback, and 78% still used handwritten response.
However, Ferris claimed great benefits to computer-based feedback: “It is
legible, it is clearer and less cryptic, and it is permanent and can be saved
for future reference or analysis” (p. 21). Similarly, Griffin and Minter
(2013, p. 143) called for composition to rethink pedagogy “for the touch
screens of cell phones and tablets.” Using an iPad for response offers the
potential to provide handwritten comments with a digital device, and
thus might prove to be a better entry point for faculty who are used to
hard-copy response. Yet little is known about using tablets for responding
to student writing.
How does commenting on a project using a tablet vary from marking
hard-copy papers, and is this variance significant? Using a mixed-method
approach, this study examines how five instructors’ comments varied between responding to hard-copy papers and using Notability on an iPad.
Participants commented on five sample papers per technology and were
interviewed about their experiences. Drawing on Straub and Lunsford’s
(1995) study of types of teacher response, this article uses artifact analysis to show how the focus, mode, and length of comments compared
across technologies. In general, comments did not vary in focus, mode,
or length; the one exception was that the mode of imperative comments
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was more prevalent on the iPad. When paired with interview data, it became clear that this trend occurred only in the response practices of participants who did not like using the iPad. In concert with Caswell’s (2014,
2016) work on response and emotion, I conclude that while the technology
of the tablet itself may not lead to significantly different styles of comments, faculty’s emotions related to technology use do influence the mode
of their commentary. Thus, we should be attentive to faculty comfort with
technologies in both the study of and the distribution of technologies that
may be used to evaluate student work.
Literature Review
Early studies of teacher comments showed a directive style. Sommers
(1982 p. 152) noted the tendency for teachers to “rubber-stamp” comments and appropriate student text. Daiker (1989) reviewed studies showing that marking error was more common than providing praise, and
Schwegler (1991, p. 222) called the language of commentary “implicitly
authoritarian.” However, as composition pedagogy moved away from a
current-traditionalist approach toward a focus on rhetoric, response practice changed. Straub and Lunsford (1995) asked 12 experienced composition scholars to comment on 15 essays. They found that the majority of
the comments focused on global issues in the form of questions and
reflective statements (Straub & Lunsford, 1995). Straub and Lunsford concluded that best response is well developed, text specific, global, and
attentive to the rhetorical situation. More recently, Ferris (2014) showed that
these suggestions have been taken up by composition teachers and
that response has shifted to focus on specific suggestions rather than
correctness. It seems then, that a common philosophy of response in composition has emerged.
This philosophy of stressing praise and global comments is reflected
in the genre of the end comment. Connors and Lunsford (1993, p. 210)
found that the “most common trope” was to begin end comments positively, then shift to criticism. Similarly, after reviewing 313 end comments,
Smith (1997) identified the strongest trend as starting with a positive comment. Batt (2005) agreed and also found that the use of passive voice was
paired with negative feedback to soften criticism. Together these studies
offer a rich description of the genre of the end comment. While this genre
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seems steady, none of these studies took into account the type of technology
that was used for response. It can be assumed that the feedback was either
handwritten or typed, because of both the date of the studies and the fact
that these still represent the most common forms of response. In the last
10 years, we have seen an increase in technological options for response—
the iPad was released in 2010—and thus new studies need to be conducted
to see how new types of technology might affect the end comment.
Recent articles have discussed how audio and screencasting comments vary in style and length. Sommers (2012) maintained that “recorded commentary differs from written commentary in a meaningful
way in kind, that is, in the types of comments made” (para. 3). He suggested three genres of temporal comments that are more common in
audio feedback: retrospective, synchronous, and anticipatory comments.
Another difference between audio/visual and written feedback is the
length of comments. Connors and Lunsford’s (1993, p. 211) analysis
found that written comments over 250 words were rare, yet Sommers’s
(2012, para. 2) audio comments averaged 830 words. Audio feedback
allows for longer comments given in a shorter amount of time and lacks
the space constraints of the physical page (Sommers, 2012). While further
research and larger sample sizes are necessary, this research represents an
important trend in the scholarship of response: the interaction of technology with teacher comments.
Tools for response such as screencasting are unusual and therefore
widely studied, but other tools from the purple pen on a hard-copy paper
to the comment bubble in a Microsoft Word document have become nearly
invisible. Since tablets have become increasingly popular, we also need to
think about how our response interacts with these devices. Research has
examined reading and writing on tablets, but response has not been the
focus of these studies. Computer scientists Ozok, Benson, Chakraborty,
and Norcio (2008) found that users had similar levels of satisfaction when
using a stylus on a tablet as when typing on a PC despite more potential for writing errors. Writing scholars Mangen, Anda, Oxborough, and
Bronnick (2015, p. 230) compared handwriting, typing on a computer,
and typing on a digital keyboard, noting that each has “affordances
which may influence cognitive aspects at different levels.” Teachers must
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consider these affordances when using new technologies for response. For
example, Sullivan (2013, p. 2) stressed the potential of the iPad for writing
instruction because it is “equipped with various assistive features including
a voiceover screen reader, support for closed captioning, and an assistive
touch screen.”
However, we must also be aware that these affordances differ based
on the individual instructor. In a larger study of iPads in the professional
writing classroom, Faris and Selber (2013, p. 390) mentioned that teachers found responding to student work using iAnnotate PDF on the iPad
frustrating because of their unfamiliarity with it. They stressed the degree
of training and experience of the instructors as a key factor when using
the iPad. Similarly, Kim’s (2004, p. 328) study of four instructors found
that students’ preferences for the medium of feedback varied significantly
depending on the individual instructor, noting that “not all teachers may
benefit from commenting in a ‘media-rich’ modality.” Teachers’ experiences and emotions interact with responding to student work (Caswell,
2014, 2016), and our studies of technology and response must also
account for these embodied factors.
In order to address this gap, the current study compares teacher commentary on hard-copy papers and teacher commentary using Notability
on the iPad. A combination of artifact analysis and interviews was used to
answer the following research questions:
1. Do teachers’ commenting styles change when responding to hard-copy
papers versus papers on an iPad? If so, how do the focus, mode, and
length of these comments shift?
2. What are instructors’ experiences using different technologies
for response?
3. Do these experiences account for differences in commenting style
between hard-copy and iPad papers?
Methods
Background and Participants
This study examines the way that individual instructors’ commentary
shifts between different technologies as well as instructors’ experiences
using different technologies for commenting. In order to do this, I asked
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five writing program instructors at a midsized state university to comment
on 15 sample papers using different forms of technology and interviewed
them about the process. Creswell (2002) explained that mixed methods
are appropriate when collecting multiple types of data and provide a more
complete understanding of the problem. Like Prior’s (1995) mixed-method
studies, I felt that textual evidence alone would not allow for a complete
understanding of why the instructors’ responses may have shifted. In
addition, Phelps (1989) showed there can be a difference between what
teachers say about their response practices and what is actually represented in artifacts, thus the interviews alone could also not show how
the response style changed. Thus, the collection of comments combined
with interviews was important for answering both how the style of comments may have changed and why these differences might exist. I used
a sequential mixed-method design (Creswell, 2002) that consisted of an
initial screening survey, a protocol where instructors responded to papers,
and a follow-up interview relating their experiences with the protocol to
their typical classroom commenting practices. The survey provided some
quantitative data but was mostly used to screen potential participants
for the main study and provide context within the writing program. The
coded protocol data provided quantitative data that allowed for counting
and comparing the number of focus and mode codes across participants and
across technologies. The interviews added qualitative data that helped to
explain the quantitative data.
This project started as a collaboration between myself (then a new
assistant professor in the program) and a graduate research assistant (then
an MA student in rhetoric and composition). Working together, we developed a broad survey about commentary for writing program faculty in
order to screen participants for the larger study and gather context about
the writing program. Out of approximately 60 instructors and graduate
students teaching in the first-year writing program, 22 completed the survey. All used some form of written feedback (as opposed to audio feedback), and 41% collected hard-copy papers. Only two participants had
graded using a tablet. However, the writing program mentors and TAs
had recently been given iPads as a part of a technology request for the
program, making this study timely.
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The survey allowed us to use stratified sampling to select participants
based on two factors: (a) experience teaching composition and (b) experience using different technologies for responding to student work. Because
teacher response styles can shift from dualistic to relativistic to reflective
with teaching experience (Anson, 1989), we selected a mix of participants with 1–20 years of teaching experience. We felt that similar stages
of learning might apply to experience with new technologies. Thus it was
important to get a variety of participants in terms of overall teaching experience as well as in terms of preferred methods of collecting and
responding to student work. We also selected participants who favored
different means of response in their classrooms so that our data was not
skewed by introducing the iPad as new technology to all of the participants. Table 1 gives an overview of the five participants in the study.
Table 1
Study Participant Details
Pseudonym

Position

Degree/Area

Teaching
experience

Method of
Method of
collecting
response
student work

Susan

Instructor
(full-time
NTT)

MA in composition &
literature

Over 20
yrs.

Hard-copy

Handwritten

Emma

Assistant
professor
(full-time
NTT)

PhD in rhetoric Over 20
& composition yrs.

Hard-copy

Handwritten

Desmond PhD student Rhetoric &
composition

2–4 yrs.

Dropbox

Adobe marginal notes,
types end
comments

Charlotte

PhD student Rhetoric &
composition

2–4 yrs.

Blackboard

iPad, typed
using Pages

Clark

PhD student Linguistics

1st year

Hard-copy

Handwritten
marginal,
Typed end
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Funded by the writing program, we offered the five participants $20 to
complete a protocol and a follow-up interview. We also acquired an
iPad with this funding that could be used by participants in this study
who did not already own one.
Data Collection and Materials
For the protocol, we composed sample rhetorical analysis papers
ourselves. Our assignment was to analyze an advertisement for ethos,
logos, and pathos in 500–800 words. We created our own sample papers to
control two aspects of the sample. First, all papers would be responding
to the same prompt in the same genre, and second, we wrote a mix of
high-, medium-, and low-quality papers so that quality could be controlled. Although our own bias affected what we saw as high, medium, or
low quality, we incorporated mistakes that we had seen in teaching rhetorical analysis. For example, one of our low papers involved a student
simply describing the chosen advertisement rather than analyzing it. In
our interviews we revealed that we had written the samples ourselves, and
participants were impressed with how well they fit with their own experiences with student-written rhetorical analysis papers. One limitation to
this study, however, was the decontextual nature. In an attempt to counter this
limitation, Straub and Lunsford (1995) encouraged participants to create
rich contexts such as those that students would experience in real classroom contexts. We, too, took this approach in our protocol instructions
and some participants did create additional context. For example, Emma
noted that she relies heavily on what she already knows about students
when commenting on papers, and, despite our removing gender as a factor by labeling the sample papers with only initials, she gendered each of
the fake students and addressed them by name in her end comments. In
addition, our participants asked the fake students to come to office hours
and referred to previous drafts, textbooks, and classroom lessons.
Participants read a combination of five high-, medium-, and low-level
papers in hard copy and a different five on the iPad. We selected the iPad
for multiple reasons. Locally, the WPA was able to obtain iPads for all new
TAs and their mentors. More broadly, iPads have become more available
and used in higher education (Graves et al., 2015; Griffin & Minter, 2013;
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Sullivan, 2013). We used Dropbox to transfer the artifacts into Notability
(an app on the iPad that allows for the annotation of pdfs) on participants’
iPads. Using Notability allowed teachers to use either a stylus or a keypad when commenting. The stylus could be used to make handwritten
comments anywhere on the text, including marginal and end comments.
The stylus could also be used to make additional markings, such as stars
or arrows. The keypad could be used to insert comments that were typed
where the user clicked to insert a text box on the document. In addition,
Notability provided the ability to highlight text. All of these features
allowed some customizability, including changing the color of the text or
highlighter. Although Notability has since added a feature that enables
audio feedback, as studied by McKeown, Kimball, and Ledford (2015),
we were interested only in text-based comments, as they still represent the
majority of teacher feedback (Ferris, 2014). However, part of the analysis involved looking at when instructors chose handwriting or typing and how
the type of technology impacted those choices.
In interviews, participants were asked about their experiences with
the protocol and about their own practices in the classroom. This again
was designed to counter the limitation of the protocol that decontextualized the instructors’ comments. Interviewers also asked participants
how they perceived their own style of commenting and how they felt
it varied across technologies. Ferris (2014) used a similar sequential
mixed-methods approach that moved from survey data to interviews to
analysis of comments on student artifacts. This allowed Ferris to follow up
on initial survey results and faculty reasons for their response practices
and use of technologies. Similarly, the interview data in my study added
the participants’ perspectives on the affordances of different technologies
for response and the reasons why their practices may have shifted between
technologies.
Data Analysis
To analyze the textual data from the protocol, we adapted the coding
scheme used in Straub and Lunsford (1995, p. 159). Straub and Lunsford
separated their coding of teacher comments into two categories: focus
and mode. Focus is the content of the comment, what it refers to (p. 160).
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Mode is the way that the information is presented, the tone of the comment (p. 166). In their coding scheme, they offer seven codes for focus
and ten for mode. We felt strongly that we wanted an equal number of
focus codes and mode codes in order to maintain the same level of variance among the two categories. Therefore, we simplified the modes. In
particular, we lumped all question-posing into one code. We also eliminated the code for evaluations since we had one for negative evaluations
and one for praise (which we felt captured positive evaluations). In testing
our scheme, however, we noticed that some comments made by instructors were simply neutral. The most common example of this is when a reader
summarizes a point made by the writer: “You’ve described what the ad
contains.” While this could be seen as evaluative, it is not clear whether
it is positive or negative. Rather it simply states what the author did, and
rather than read more into such statements, we added a code for “neutral”
comments. In terms of focus codes, we combined ideas and development
to make room for a separate code for “rhetorical awareness.” Although
Straub and Lunsford include “Who is your audience?” with extratextual
comments, we felt with the increased attention to rhetorical awareness
within composition—it is the first of the Council of Writing Program
Administrator’s Outcomes for First-Year Writing—that this question
warranted a separate code. See Table 2 for our adapted scheme.
Table 2
Codes for Analysis
Focus (content)
Code
1. Ideas/development
2. Rhetorical awareness
3. Global structure
4. Local structure

Example
Can you tell me more about x?
Your audience needs more information
about the ad.
This paragraph might work better at the
beginning.
This sentence is confusing; try putting the
transition first.
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5. Word choice/wording
6. Correctness
7. Extratextual
Mode (tone)
Code
A. Imperative/command
B. Advisory
C. Question posing
D. Negative evaluation
E. Praise
F. Reader Response/
reflective
G. Neutral

Too informal!
Fragment!
See me in office hours.
Example
Go to the Writing Center!!
You should add a paragraph here.
Do you think your audience would know
what this is?
Wrong word here.
Great idea!
I remember reading about this in a newspaper recently.
Here you have an example of personal experience.

I employed four volunteer coders (all PhD students in rhetoric and
composition) and coded the data myself, for a total of five coders. After
dividing the work, each artifact was viewed by three coders. We coded
the artifacts in person, first discussing the codes by scoring two example
artifacts. We divided units of comments by new sentences or by changing
direction within a sentence. For example, the end comment “You have
some good ideas here, but they’re not well developed” was divided at the
comma and treated as two separate units. Each unit was assigned a focus
code and a mode code. After our scoring session, I compiled the codes
and selected a final code that best represented the consensus of the group.
If two coders agreed but the third did not, I selected the code that the two
agreed on. In the fairly rare case that all coders disagreed, I made a determination by looking at the data again and deciding which code best fit.
In addition, I counted the number of times each participant commented using type, handwriting, highlighting, or other marks, such as
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underlining, circles, or arrows. I also totaled the word count for each end
comment and each marginal comment. Table 3 shows an example of how
I recorded the types of comments made for one participant.
Table 3
Types of Comments Made by Charlotte

# Typed
# Handwritten
# Highlight
# Other

Hard-copy
margin
0
58
0
74

Hard-copy
end
0
5
0
0

iPad
margin
49
0
14
0

iPad end
5
0
0
0

Some comments and codes were more straightforward to work with than
others. For example, we often found it easy to identify 1. Ideas/Development
and C. Question-Posing, a common combination. However, marks that
were less clear on the papers were, naturally, harder to code. For example, was “Assumption!” a matter of an idea or a specific word choice? And
was the comment an imperative or a negative evaluation? Nevertheless,
we reached comparable rates of reliability to other studies. Using Straub and
Lunsford’s (1995, p. 393) method of determining interrater reliability that
gives .5 for the use of similar codes and 1 point for each exact agreement,
I calculated that we agreed 75% of the time on focus codes and 80% of
the time on mode codes.
We coded 416 units of commentary on the iPad and 434 units from
the hard-copy papers for a total of 1,700 codes. I ran a chi-square test to
determine if differences between the codes from the hard-copy papers and
the iPad papers were significant. This test allowed me to draw conclusions
across the data and answer Research Question 1 regarding whether or not
there were differences in commenting style between the two technologies.
While we collected a large enough sample of comments to be statistically
significant for our participants, to extensively define the way the genre of
commentary shifts with different technologies would require an immense
sample size, which was not possible with the limited scope and funding of
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this study. Lunsford and Lunsford (2008) also explained that it is harder
to collect the volume of data now than in the 1980s due to the need for
IRB approval at multiple universities. However, since the genre of the end
comment—particularly the move to begin with praise—has been well established, I totaled the number of end comments for each instructor that
began with praise to compare with Smith’s (1997) genre analysis. Since
Smith’s artifacts were not collected via the iPad, this allowed me to see if
the same end-comment style held up across technologies.
An advantage of a small sample size was the ability to add qualitative
interviews, which allowed me to account for individual faculty style and
thus eliminate the possibility that certain faculty who are more inclined to
use new technology in their classrooms also lean toward particular styles
of response, a factor that would be missed by looking at comments alone.
In order to answer Research Question 2 about the experiences of the participants when commenting via different technologies, I used descriptive
coding (Saldana, 2009) to summarize passages of the interview transcripts. I used this data to describe the experiences of each participant and
to draw conclusions about why their response practices may have varied
when using the hard-copy papers versus the iPad. After coding each transcript individually, I compared instructors’ experiences using hard-copy
and iPad technologies with one another. This allowed me to find themes and
common affordances of each commenting method.
In order to answer Research Question 3 regarding the way that participants’ experiences influenced their commenting style, I drew inferences
across the data from the coded comments to the descriptions of experience in the interview transcripts. I compared individual commenting data
by calculating the total percent of the time each focus and mode code
was used for that participant. I then looked to the interviews to see how
this fit with the participants’ own perceptions of their response practices
and whether or not they themselves had noticed a shift when working
with different technologies. In concert with the coded comments, this
allowed me to see the way that different technologies influenced the response of these five participants.
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Focus, Mode, and Length of Comments on Hard-Copy and iPad Papers
The overall focus and mode of comments that participants in this
study made on artifacts was consistent with previous studies. Straub and
Lunsford (1995, p. 182) found that the majority of the comments (55%)
focused on global issues, 21% were on local issues, and the remainder
were extratextual. They found that the majority were questions and reflective statements (59%), which they labeled as the least directive means
of commenting. Only 15% were the most controlling forms such as negative evaluations, imperatives, and corrections (p. 182). Ferris (2014) noted
that Straub and Lunsford were not defining typical response patterns but
were after ideals from their well-known composition scholar participants.
She followed up to see if nearly 20 years later those ideals had become
common practice. Ferris found that in both interviews and surveys, “instructors said that higher-order concerns (students’ content or ideas) were
more important to them in response” (p. 19). This trend held true in the
practice of my participants, regardless of type of technology. In the current study, 64% of all comments were global as opposed to 24% local and
12% extratextual. The focus of these comments did not vary significantly
between technologies; the valuing of global feedback remained in keeping
with best practice regardless of the technology being used to respond to
the paper.
So, too, the genre of the end comment appears to have remained
virtually unchanged across technologies. Smith (1997) found that the
strongest part of this genre was beginning the end comment with praise
regardless of the quality of the paper. Praise was the highest mode overall
in end comments in the current study, regardless of technology, with 29%
on hard-copy and 27% on iPad end comments. In addition, 16 out of 25
hard-copy end comments and 15 out of 25 iPad end comments started
with praise. Those that did not begin with direct praise often began with
reader-response or reflective feedback. In fact, only five end comments
total began with advice or imperatives. After positive comments, end
comments most often led to negative evaluations, advice, or imperatives,
which also fits Smith’s definition of the genre. Overall, the comments made
by the participants in this study appear to be typical of comments made by
composition teachers across other studies.
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In order to isolate the variable of technology in commenting, I calculated the total times that each code was used, and compared these across
hard-copy and iPad comments. I then performed a chi-square test of association. I hypothesized that there would be a shift in commenting style
between hard-copy papers and iPad; however, the test was not statistically
significant (p = .496). In only one area was the comparison statistically significant. When comparing the overall number of comments coded with
the mode for imperative/command, there were more comments than expected of this type on the iPad than in hard-copy based on the adjusted
residual of 2.2. Upon comparing the marginal and end comments on the
iPad, it became clear that the greatest part of difference seemed to exist in
the marginal comments as indicated by a z-test of proportions. In all other
regards, both the focus and the mode of the comments were similar across
technologies.
Comment length also remained consistent. The average end-comment
length was similar for those completed on hard-copy papers (73 words)
and those on iPads (78 words). The length of marginal comments also did
not vary significantly with an average length of 6.5 words on the hard copy
papers and 7 words on the iPad. However, it is important to note that these
two technologies allowed for different means of writing end comments.
One of the affordances of the iPad is offering instructors this choice as it
is impossible to type on a hard-copy paper or to use handwriting on many
laptop or desktop computers. For the hard-copy papers, four participants
handwrote end comments, but one participant decided to type and print
his. The reverse happened on the iPad: four participants used exclusively
typed end comments, while one preferred handwritten end comments. All
marginal comments on the hard copy papers were handwritten; however,
they were more mixed on the iPad. Two participants decided to type their
marginal comments on the iPad, while the remaining three used the
stylus to make handwritten marginal marks. Neither the iPad nor the
ability to type comments seems to have impacted the length of marginalia.
However, there was a significant difference in the overall number of
marginal comments between the hard-copy papers and the iPad. The biggest difference was in the additional markings category. On the hard-copy
papers these consisted of arrows, circles, stars, underlining, striking-out,
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or punctuation without text (such as ?). The app Notability added in the
ability to highlight areas of the text, which was used by those who typed
comments. Across all five participants these marks were common on the
hard-copy papers, with 218 total; however, for those two participants typing marginal comments on Notability, their other markings dropped from
a total of 107 such comments on hard-copy papers to 23 (including highlights) on the iPad. In contrast, those using the stylus on the iPad dropped
from 111 other comments to 76, a less striking difference. In this case, the
difference in number of other comments may be a factor of typing rather
than handwriting comments, although reading papers on the iPad may
have had a small effect.
Participant Experiences Responding to Hard-Copy vs. iPad Papers
Differences in the background of instructors is important to consider
when looking at the experiences of faculty using different technologies for
response. Faris and Selber (2013, p. 379) found that “how students and
teachers approached the iPad depended, at least in part, on their attachment and access to other activities and devices and on how comfortable
they were with exploring new technology.” This section shows how those
differences influenced the current study’s participants as well as their
overall experiences using the two technologies.
Susan and Emma had both been teaching the longest and both preferred collecting hard-copy papers and commenting on them using handwritten comments. For these two participants, the tactile feel of hard-copy
papers made a difference between the two technologies. Emma talked
about the sense of closure she felt when she had completed grading on a
stack of hard-copy papers. “It’s physical,” she said. “When I have a paper
copy in front of me, I can just flow,” said Susan. “It’s right there; it’s touchable.” Both of these participants were more comfortable with hard copy
papers—Susan continually referred to them in terms of comfort food:
“mac ‘n’ cheese,” “mashed potatoes.” Both felt that handwritten comments
add a certain personal touch. Although some faculty who have always collected hard-copy papers may find moving to the digital distasteful, I was
hopeful that since the iPad allowed for handwritten comments completed
using a stylus, it would be more accessible to these faculty members.
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Susan and Emma’s feelings about the iPad varied significantly. Susan’s
opinion of the iPad fluctuated throughout the study. When she first attempted to use it she got frustrated enough that she almost dropped out
of the study. However, after becoming more familiar with it, she found
that there were some qualities she appreciated. The biggest affordance she
saw was that she could zoom in on text, an advantage for aging eyes engaged in hours of reading. She also liked that she could write in purple. On
hard-copy papers she had moved to using pencil so that she could erase
mistakes, but on the iPad she could write colorful text and still change it.
Compared with other digital methods of grading papers, Susan concluded
that the iPad most mirrors hard-copy papers, and thus it was her favorite. Emma was also able to maintain her love of handwriting by using the
stylus to write comments on the iPad. She made only one typed end comment, just to try it out. Despite this advantage, Emma hated the iPad and
stated that she would rather type comments on Blackboard than use the
iPad to respond to student work. Emma’s biggest complaint was the lack
of marginal space to write in on the iPad. Although Notability has since
improved its usability in terms of changing the size of text and the ability
to place it more precisely, margin space is still at a premium. One can’t
just finish a comment on the blank back of a page, for example. As seen in
Figure 1, this led to Emma writing directly over the text, and that countered her philosophy of response and her value of student voice. “That’s
sort of diminished their text,” she complained, feeling that she was visually
signaling to students that she could take over their work.
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Figure 1. Image of Emma’s handwritten comments on the iPad.
Like Emma and Susan, Desmond and Charlotte came from similar
backgrounds, and I will discuss them together. Both were rhetoric and
composition PhD students with teaching and writing center experience
in both their master’s and current programs. Both valued global feedback
focused on ideas, both disliked handwriting, and both collected papers
digitally. For both, the methods used to respond to papers on the iPad
were not completely new. Desmond already collected papers in pdf format
using Dropbox, just as the papers on the iPad were gathered. However,
he regularly responded using a laptop and Adobe Acrobat comment
boxes. Similarly, Charlotte regularly gathered papers digitally. Although
she used Pages rather than Notability, she was the only participant who
had previously responded to papers on an iPad. While Susan and Emma
both felt more comfortable with handwritten comments, both Desmond
and Charlotte felt more at home when typing. Both also commented on
being able to respond more quickly when typing. Charlotte noted, “I have
such bad handwriting that doing the typed comments ended up being a
lot better because it was taking me twice as long to write something that
was legible.” Comfort is a common theme, and Charlotte was not at all
comfortable with handwriting. While Desmond also preferred to type,
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he expressed physical discomfort in doing so on the iPad. “I don’t have a
physical keyboard for my iPad,” he explained, “So, I have to use the touch,
and I don’t like it as well. It’s restricting to me.” Again, there is an important
element of physicality to the experience of responding that varies between
using hard-copy and iPad papers.
Finally, the new TA, Clark, had just completed his first year of a PhD
in linguistics at the time of the study and had taught for only one semester,
although he had previously graded papers for a mentor’s class. Clark’s own
process represented a combination of hard-copy and digital technologies.
He collected hard-copy papers but typed end comments in Microsoft
Word. He did the same thing for this study, handwriting marginal comments on the hard copies but insisting on typing the end comment. On
the iPad he typed both marginal and end comments. Like Desmond and
Charlotte, he expressed concerns about handwriting and felt that he could
type “10 times faster.” Clark was early enough in his teaching career that
he was still borrowing heavily from the practices of his mentor, Emma. It
was by chance that we had a mentor and mentee both participate in the
study, but this does indicate the potential for future research on how mentoring impacts response practices. For example, Clark also used grading
rubrics created by Emma. This may be why he was collecting hard-copy
papers in his own classroom when he expressed a preference for reading
on the screen. At the end of the protocol, Clark was excited about the iPad,
claiming that the process was much smoother and easier than hard copy.
The Influence of Experiences on Commenting Style
In some cases the participants’ experiences coincided with and even
explained the changes in focus, mode, and length of comments found
through the artifact analysis. Participants were generally aware that they
made more nontextual (other) marks on hard-copy papers. Desmond
stated that he preferred minimal commenting, and in his regular practice
he made few, if any, marginal comments. However, being forced to use
hard-copy papers led to a certain reclaiming of marginalia for him. After
completing the protocol, he said, “I can see the value of the in-text comments, and maybe I should think of a way to bring that back.” Charlotte,
too, found that she missed the affordances of hard copy for making
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comments other than text. “I forgot that it’s really nice to be able to circle
things in hard copy,” she said. The two had the highest number of other
marginal comments on the hard-copy papers: 74 for Charlotte and 65 for
Desmond. Desmond maintained similar types of marks on the iPad and
continued to use handwriting for marginalia. However, he cut down the
number for these other comments significantly from 65 to 28. Charlotte
did not use the stylus to circle or otherwise mark the text on the iPad
but did use the highlighting feature in 14 cases. Both saw other marks as
an affordance of using hard-copy technology for commenting.
The other major change between hard-copy and iPad artifacts was the
increase in the use of the imperative mode on the iPad. While none of
the participants specifically mentioned this particular change in tone, they
did express experiential differences using the iPad that may have impacted
this result. Desmond described his commenting style to me as “questioning,” yet his use of questions decreased from 24% of his feedback on hard
copy to 19% of his feedback on the iPad while imperatives rose from 6%
to 14%. Emma, too, followed the trend of using more imperatives for iPad
comments. In addition, her percent of local, sentence-level comments increased from only 2% of her marginal comments on the hard-copy papers
to 24% on the iPad, and the amount of praise she included decreased by
10%. While neither characterized their changes of mode in this way, both
participants had a sense that they were more negative on the iPad. In particular, Desmond explained in his interview that he felt more critical when
using technologies he was less comfortable with, which included the iPad.
When Desmond’s feeling of being more critical on the iPad is looked
at in conjunction with the artifact data, it is clear that it isn’t just a feeling,
nor is Desmond alone. Caswell (2014, 2016) studied teacher emotions
when responding to papers using think-aloud protocols and interviews.
She found that teachers’ emotional triggers related to what teachers value
(Caswell, 2016) and that emotions were primarily in response to the content of the paper (Caswell, 2014). However, the teachers in Caswell’s study
were grading papers in their own classroom and were likely comfortable
with whatever technology they chose to use in the process. In contrast,
the current study shows how affective dimensions and frustrations with
learning new technologies can influence the types of comments made by
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instructors. Because the papers were not by actual students in the participants’ classes, the emotional connection to the material was lessened,
allowing for technology to be the main variable. Clark and Charlotte were
both positive about their use of the iPad, and in both cases their degree
of imperative comments remained nearly the same across technologies.
However, Desmond, Susan, and Emma all expressed frustrations with
using the iPad, and in all three cases the number of imperative comments
increased by 8–10%. It seems clear, then, that we cannot ignore how the
affective embodied experience of response influences the types of comments being made.
Affective differences did not impact the length of comments. Emma’s
perception was that she did not write as much on the iPad as she had
on the hardcopy papers. However, the length of her end comments increased some from an average of 65 words on the hard-copy papers to
an average of 73 words on the iPad, and she made an equivalent number
of marginal comments on each (35, 37). Similarly, Desmond felt that he
wrote shorter end comments on the iPad due to frustration with the technology, but as with Emma the difference was minimal. His average end
comment on hard copy was 62 words versus 57 on the iPad. While both
participants’ comments were, in fact, similar in length, their experience
was that marginal space felt cramped on the iPad. As seen in Figures 2 and
3, whether typed or handwritten, the marginalia on the iPad does indeed
appear close to student text. As the length of marginal comments was not
significantly different between the two technologies, this difference had
more of an effect on the experiences of the participants than on their
actual comments.

Figure 2. Example of handwritten marginal feedback on iPad.
Grouling, Jennifer. (2018). “The Genre of Teacher Comments from Hard Copy to iPad.”
Journal of Response to Writing, 4(1): 70–99.

The Genre of Teacher Comments from Hard Copy to iPad • 91

Figure 3. Example of typed marginal feedback on iPad
Technology is connected to the experiences of its users, and when
those users are teachers commenting on student papers, we need to
know how their emotional interactions with technologies affect their response. Clearly participants were aware of differences in how they marked
hard-copy papers and aware that their frustrations with the iPad led to
an overall more negative tone in their comments. However, one of the
limitations of the current study was the short amount of time allowed for
participants to learn the iPad. It would be interesting to see if imperative
feedback decreased if participants used the iPad for a longer amount of
time and became more comfortable with the technology. Charlotte, who
already had used the iPad for commenting, had no difference in the number of imperative comments. Thus, I suggest that it may be the affective dimension of using a technology and not the technology itself that accounts
for this difference in commenting style.
Conclusion
This study used a combination of artifact analysis and interviews to
examine both how and why instructor commentary varies between responding to hard-copy papers and responding to papers on an iPad. The
findings suggest that both technologies offer some unique affordances as
well as pose some concerns. Response on hard-copy papers generated
more nontextual comments, such as circles, question marks, or arrows.
Even though handwriting with a stylus makes such marks possible with
the iPad, participants viewed the ability to comment in this way as an affordance of hard-copy technology. Such feedback may be used in conjunction with textual comments in a meaningful way; however, it could
also prove confusing for students, who, like the coders in this study, may
be unable to tell if such marks are corrections or suggestions.
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While less familiar to many instructors, the iPad offers some key affordances that must be considered. The ability to change the size of the
text, which was mentioned casually by Susan as an advantage for her aging
eyes, is essential for visually impaired students as shown by Henderson,
Gibson, and Gibb (2013). In addition, the iPad has been shown to support
students with disabilities in reading (Chmiliar & Anton, 2015). Although
apps such as Notability still need improvement for translating handwritten
text for the visually impaired, the iPad does have the possibility for more
accessibility than hard-copy paper. The iPad also offers the affordance of
portability, as described by multiple participants as well as Franklin and
Smith (2015). The increase in imperative comments is a potential cause
for concern, as it is not in keeping with best practice as described by
Straub and Lunsford (1995) and Ferris (2014). However, this limitation
may be overcome as instructors become more familiar with—and thus
less frustrated by—the iPad.
These findings also have possible implications for teacher training.
Batt (2005) noted that response is not often talked about explicitly in
teacher preparation; however, similarities across teacher response shows
that teachers shape their own practice on those they have observed. As
seen in this study, Clark based his response practices on those of his mentor, Emma. Desmond, too, mentioned that he began his teaching career
collecting hard-copy papers because that is how his mentor had done it.
However, he later developed his own way of collecting papers (through
Dropbox) and his own minimal style of response. New teachers should be
exposed to different types of response, including different technologies. For
example, a practicum course might have a workshop that asks students
to respond to sample papers using different technologies and discuss the
advantages of each. In addition, discussions between mentors and new
teachers should go beyond why a particular grade was assigned to why a
particular method of response was used.
Training should not end with new TAs, however. It may take time
for experienced teachers to adjust to using a different technology for
responding to student work, and such shifts should be accompanied by
training throughout writing programs. Anson (1989) suggested that
response practice becomes more reflective as a teacher gains experience.
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However, this study may suggest that such a continuum can be disrupted
when unfamiliar technologies are used for response, causing teachers to
become once again more dualistic and direct in their feedback. It can be
speculated (and is supported by the experiences of Charlotte) that as instructors become comfortable with a new technology, their response once
again becomes more reflective.
Future response studies should include technology as a factor. Unless
current work is focused on a specific technology for response, such as
screencasting, it often does not mention the type of technology used for
response. For example, Caswell’s (2014, 2016) recent work on emotion
and response represents a promising new direction for response studies
but does not connect emotion to technology use. Perhaps this indicates an
underlying assumption that comments produced on hard-copy papers are
no different than those typed on a virtual iPad keyboard. While the end
comment does seem to transcend technologies, there are some very real
differences in the ease of making marginal comments in different formats,
from the ability to draw arrows to the difficulty of clicking on the right
spot to add a marginal comment on an iPad. Thus, the type of technology
used for response should be accounted for even in response studies that
focus on other elements.
By using a small number of participants in a controlled environment,
this study was able to isolate the type of technology used when responding to student work as a factor in the mode of commentary. However,
similar research conducted in situ is important for extending this study.
One factor not considered is the way that institutional context influences
the type of technology used for response. While technology decisions are
often up to the instructor, outside pressures can influence these decisions.
Writing programs and universities may offer or require certain technologies be used in the classroom. For example, shortly after this study, my
institution started asking instructors to use Blackboard Outcomes to align
their assignments with certain programmatic goals so that Blackboard
could compile student samples for assessment. Thus, more instructors
may decide to respond to student work in Blackboard to avoid collecting
work in multiple formats. Because of system updates in the middle of data
collection, this study did not analyze comments made using Blackboard
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as originally planned, but the effect of course management systems on
response is an important area for future study. In contrast to Blackboard,
Canvas offers audio and video comment options within the learning management system itself.
Instructors may change their response practices depending on the
technologies at their disposal. As new technologies become available to
instructors, we need to continue to examine how they impact our
response practices and train teachers not only to use these technologies
in the classroom but also to respond to student work.
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for Transfer in the Classroom
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Student Writers Studio
While some studies suggest that teachers’ written comments help students transfer
writing skills across contexts (Wardle, 2007), the literature on feedback’s role in
the transfer process has yet to be fully explored. Research has indicated that feedback that is intentional, specific, and reflective benefits students’ writing growth
and the transfer process. To rethink this process of providing feedback, this article
discusses how writing center principles can be applied to commenting for transfer
in first-year composition and writing-intensive courses. Writing centers offer an
individualized, student-centered, conversational approach to learning. Universities
have incorporated the writing center into the classroom through writing fellows
programs. This article will cover how instructors can more effectively foster transfer,
implementing the writing center through goal setting and dialogism in their feedback. One narrative in a writing-intensive research methods course illustrates the
benefits of this pedagogy.
Keywords: transfer, writing centers, tutors, feedback, first-year composition
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“What [my teacher] comments on isn’t enough to build or better my
next paper. It’s more like little things that she talks about.” –Susan
“I wish we could have more time on the papers and with the course
to really completely understand some things like the specifics and even
something minor like ways to write better to help you down the line.” –Peter
Transfer of learning is becoming a common topic within composition
studies. Within the classroom, instructors can (and should) construct an
environment that encourages transfer. One factor that plays a role in this
process is teacher feedback (Wardle, 2007). The above remarks were made
within a five-week English Composition II course, taught by Catherine
Lewis,1 at a Midwestern university.2 Commenting on the minimalistic,
unspecific nature of Lewis’s feedback, Susan and Peter did not know how
to apply their instructor’s comments to future essays. They did not regard
feedback as fleshing out the goals from the syllabus or building skills from
essay to essay; transfer, to them, was not integral to the classroom. The
narrative of Susan and Peter was one of my first instances in investigating
the correlation between teacher feedback and transfer. Though transfer
failed for them, their story caused me to reflect on how I provide feedback in my interactions with students, both within the classroom and the
writing center. Writing centers offer a space for goal setting, presenting
a persona of collaboration and encouragement through tutor-to-student
conversations. My claim is that the feedback process within the writing
center can be applied to the classroom to foster transfer.
Transfer scholars have redefined what transfer is and how to cultivate
it within the classroom. Commonly, scholars have defined knowledge
transfer as the ability to reason and take information from one situation
for use in others (Wardle, 2007). Much of the initial conception of transfer
involved learning a list of prescriptive skills. In composition studies, one
controversial, often-debated claim is that academic writing is one universal genre (Yancey, Robertson, & Taczak, 2014, p. 2). While this writing center community generally does not hold this belief, we, as a field,
need to consider what skills and processes we want students to acquire
from writing (Donahue, 2012). In the writing center, tutors decide what
1 All names in this anecdote have been changed to protect the identity of the participants.
2 The institution’s original name has been changed to protect its identity.
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to help students develop based on student need, teacher expectations, and
their own observations. Individual tutoring sessions can risk being too
focused on a writing assignment, but there is the possibility of transfer by attending to the writer and his or her skills. Since the mantra of
“better student writers, not better writing” (North, 1984, p. 438) resonates
throughout the center, transfer finds itself here.
Once practitioners decide what skills to transfer, the how must receive
attention. Perkins and Salomon (1988) mentioned techniques for lowroad transfer (across similar situations) and high-road transfer (across
dissimilar situations). Hugging requires instructors to point out connections between the classroom material and the real world, and bridging involves a process of generalization, whereby strategies are taught that apply
across many subjects. This transfer process has been depicted as elusive
and random in its patterns (Donahue, 2012), especially since writing
requires such situational metacognition. Studies have continued to critique, reframe, and rename transfer to determine how it works in firstyear composition (FYC) and other writing-intensive contexts. Recent
theories include boundary crossing (Beach, 2003), threshold concepts,
and activity-based systems (Wardle, 2007). Each theory points to a different conception of transfer. In boundary crossing theory, Beach (2003)
renamed transfer a process of generalization; he stated how transitions
refer to the generalization or circulation of knowledge throughout sociocultural circumstances. Because of this process, learners become metacognitive about personal and social identity. Brent (2012) also reframed
transfer to center on transformative learning. Teachers can transform
students’ learning through a holistic writing curriculum. Similarly, tutors
can scaffold this transfer process. According to Hughes, Nowacek, and
Hall (2016), transfer occurs on a spectrum: (1) monologuing (only tutor
talk), (2) asking questions, and/or (3) forming a co-constructed dialogue.
The further along this continuum the tutor and student venture, the more
transfer increases. For these latter two behaviors, tutors listen to what students say about themselves and their writing processes. Tutors then help
students connect processes and implement knowledge across contexts,
much like a teacher does within written feedback.
In considering how transfer and feedback correlate, I decided to modify
a recent definition of transfer. Anson and Moore (2016) provided a new
Busekrus, Elizabeth. (2018). “A Conversational Approach: Using Writing Center Pedagogy in
Commenting for Transfer in the Classroom.” Journal of Response to Writing, 4(1): 100–116.

A Conversational Approach • 103

take on transfer as “the phenomenon in which new and unfamiliar writing
tasks are approached through the application, remixing, or integration of
previous knowledge, skills, strategies, and dispositions.” Transfer requires
reflecting on prior knowledge and processes to connect with new material. Since I am investigating teacher feedback’s correlation with transfer,
for this article, I revised Anson and Moore’s (2016) definition to involve
“the application, remixing, or integration” of teacher feedback from one
writing context to another.
Encouraging transfer within feedback involves clear expectations and
the positive, constructive framing of comments. Transfer must be intentional and reflective. Bergmann and Zepernick (2007) noticed students
did not transfer skills from FYC to writing in their majors because they
saw each writing situation as distinct. Susan and Peter, the students from
Mr. Lewis’s class, also perceived each essay as separate from one another.
Regarding their instructor’s feedback, they commented on the lack of specificity, implying that the learning goals were not clarified as she provided
feedback. According to Peter, her expectations were unclear or “vague.”
Susan reiterated, “I wouldn’t know what she wanted so I would just write
the same way I had been writing.” To increase transfer, students must be
taught mindfulness regarding rhetorical differences and the process of
modifying writing behaviors to account for these differences (Bergmann
& Zepernick, 2007). Metacognition is a central strategy for fostering writing transfer (Anson & Moore, 2016); in this cognitive process, students
learn how to restructure, connect, and generalize learning (Macaulay,
2000). Another significant factor in the transfer process involved the tone
of feedback. Students value feedback that is constructively critical and engages with their argument (Sommers, 2006). Regarding her sixth essay,
Susan said, “I got a perfect score and no comments. But not very helpful.”
Those with no comments or only praise comments are not “engaged in
a dialogue that challenges their own thinking” (Sommers, 2006, p. 251).
With no comments or minimalistic ones such as “good intro,” Susan considered the feedback unhelpful for future essays. Susan and Peter show
one perspective of transfer in the classroom.
While this anecdote is not a representation of all classrooms, it caused
me to rethink how feedback impacts the transfer process in the classroom
Busekrus, Elizabeth. (2018). “A Conversational Approach: Using Writing Center Pedagogy in
Commenting for Transfer in the Classroom.” Journal of Response to Writing, 4(1): 100–116.

104 • Elizabeth Busekrus

and in the writing center. To determine how feedback affects writing
growth, research must be more holistic, focusing on the students’ role
in this process (Anson, 2012). While teacher and tutor feedback differ in
their structures (written versus verbal) and their hierarchy (student/teacher
versus student/tutor), drawing on the conversational nature of writing
center pedagogy benefits commenting for transfer in the classroom.
Writing Center Pedagogy and Its Transferability to Teacher Feedback
Though the writing center has a different framework, it provides useful principles that translate to the classroom. Moore (2012) called for this
collaboration between disciplines, thus filling in the gaps that are apparent
in the transfer field. Responding to that call, I paired transferable elements
in the writing center with teacher feedback. In the writing center, feedback is given via one-on-one interactions that address specific writer concerns. Though the student may focus on the writing, the tutor builds the
writer with encouragement and collaboration on ideas, writing process,
and discourse. The tutor can “suggest writing strategies, diagnose writing problems, ask questions, review misunderstood or missing information, listen to writers, and help them gain a perspective on their writing”
(Harris, 2006). This model demonstrates how writing centers operate.
Writing center feedback includes principles central to commenting for
transfer: intentionality and specificity through goal setting and metacognition through a conversational dynamic.
Goal Setting Increases Student Understanding and Reflection
While the tutoring session can fall into the trap of becoming hyperfocused on one essay, the constricted timeframe also incites more reflection on the student’s writing process. In my university’s Writing Lab, we
layer this process, setting the agenda in the first few minutes and finishing
the session with a discussion of goals. These first few minutes call attention to these key questions:
1. Student Perspective: What does the student view as a weakness or
weaknesses?
2. Student Goals: Where does the student want to be in his or her
writing?
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3. Tutor Perspective: What does the tutor view as an area of improvement for the student in this class and for university writing?
4. Instructor Perspective: What are the instructor’s expectations for this
class and this assignment?
5. Writing Process: What is the process the student used (or is using) to
obtain this work of writing?
These questions situate the student’s mindset, writing capabilities, and
goals and give direction to the tutoring session.
One writer who frequented the Writing Lab needed help with
transitioning ideas from his argumentative speech to a problem-solution
essay. In his speech, he argued that social media perpetuated racial stereotypes.
Framing this issue, he used video examples that depicted the Black Lives
Matter movement. During our initial tutoring appointment, he showed
me the speech manuscript in which he used pathos and logical evidence
to create his argument. To discuss purpose, we looked at the variances
between thesis statements in the two writing assignments (see Figure 1
for Writing Action Plan). This action plan assisted him in understanding thesis statements within different contexts, encouraging him to apply
his knowledge of constructing a thesis statement to his problem-solution
essay. Forming this plan with the student allowed for the goals to be made
transparent.
For writing centers, this process involves an organic conversation
about what skills and habits of mind need development. In “Framework
for Success in Postsecondary Writing,” habits of mind are defined as
“ways of approaching learning that are both intellectual and practical
and that will support students’ success in a variety of fields and disciplines” (Council of Writing Program Administrators, National Council
of Teachers of English, & National Writing Project, 2011, p. 1). Johnson
(2013) connected the habits of mind with writing transfer, arguing that
transfer signifies more than acquiring a skillset to use in different writing
situations. Beaufort (2007) and Nowacek (2011) agreed that these habits encourage transfer. They engage students, allow for flexibility in their
writing growth, and connect with metacognitive behaviors. Since tutors
help students to engage in the process of learning as well as develop as
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writers, the habits of mind are a cohesive part of writing center dialogue.
Connecting goals with habits of mind increases the likelihood for transfer
to other writing contexts.
Applying this student-centered, goal-setting approach to the classroom requires intentionality and scaffolding in the commenting process.
Wardle (2012) remarked that the process of transfer, or “creative repurposing for expansive learning,” occurred within the problem-exploring
framework, which “[inclines] a person toward curiosity, reflection, consideration of multiple possibilities, a willingness to engage in a recursive
process of trial and error, and toward a recognition that more than one
solution can ‘work.’” Encouraging this disposition requires an approach
to learning that seeks to understand general concepts. Wardle gave the
example of Iowa State University’s computer science program, whose objectives require students to learn how to problem solve rather than how to
use specific programing languages. These skills allow students more flexibility in transferring knowledge across computer languages.
In a writing-intensive classroom, the instructor and students should
create writing goals as a class, discussing the applicability of each goal
across writing contexts within the class and elsewhere. After the first
essay, the instructor and each student then collaborate on the student’s
personal goals. For example, they may determine an area of struggle to
be thesis statements, as seen in Figure 1. Other goals may include, but are
not limited to, brainstorming strategies, outlining, critical thinking development, argumentation, evidence integration, and style and formatting.
These goals become discussion points within the students’ essays and an
effective method of marking progress. Sommers (2006, p. 254) argued that
students found the most beneficial comments as those that “straddle the
present world of the paper at hand with a glance to the next paper.” Goal
setting provides this transferable element through inquiry and connectivity. Feedback that intentionally mentions classroom and personal student
goals can be used as the foundation for creating action plans in class or in
teacher-student conferences, leading to a more scaffolded approach.
Creating Dialogue: Framing the Persona to Further Metacognition
Embodying a certain persona also affects how and if transfer occurs.
Writing centers position the tutor as a reader rather than a judge of the
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student’s work, balancing listening to and directing the student. Giving
negative undertones prevents students from engaging with their writing,
which discourages transfer. The dialogic model
1. addresses specific praises in students’ writing strengths and motions
ways to build on those strengths;
2. allows the student to talk, inquiring about their ideas and giving
validity to them;
3. connects purpose, audience, context, and genre into the conversation;
and
4. shows how a skill may fit into the larger context of learning and future
applications of the skill.
In the Writing Lab, one example of this approach centered on a psychology
major needing assistance on a book review. I provided this student with
an opportunity to talk through her ideas, praising any strong critiques she
had. In our session, we discussed similarities between this assignment and
the summary-critique essay from the FYC classroom. Connecting these
two genres caused the student to better understand the book review genre
and reference skills that she could apply to other essays. Within these tutoring sessions, I created a persona that emphasized the conversational
element to give voice to the students’ perspective and help students see
connections between prior writing experiences.
Integrating these tools into classroom feedback takes on many forms.
One model, called Comparative Genre Analysis (CGA), draws on familiar genres and compares the similarities and differences between them
and unfamiliar genres (in topoi, argument tactics, citations, etc.) to form
conclusions about both genre groups (Wolfe, Olson, & Wilder, 2014).
Nowacek (2011) argued for instructors to guide students in reflecting on
prior genre knowledge when writing in unfamiliar genres. The key is to
help students reflect on their genre knowledge and personal experiences to connect to new knowledge and new genres. This approach creates more metacognition, one of the habits of mind significant for transfer
(e.g., Johnson, 2013; Anson & Moore, 2016). Within the classroom, the
instructor could use the “read, analyze, and practice” approach. First,
the students read sample essays of a new genre; then, they analyze the
organization, rhetoric, content, and stylistics of this typology, comparing
Busekrus, Elizabeth. (2018). “A Conversational Approach: Using Writing Center Pedagogy in
Commenting for Transfer in the Classroom.” Journal of Response to Writing, 4(1): 100–116.

108 • Elizabeth Busekrus

this essay with others they have written in the past. For the last step, students practice writing in that genre, receiving feedback on their writing.
To facilitate transfer within teacher feedback, this process can be replicated
on a smaller scale with the instructor directly pointing out or asking about
similarities and differences between genres or writing assignments.
Another significant tool to instill a conversational lens in feedback
is the art of thoughtful questions. Kjesrud (2015) discussed the Lore within
the writing center field of directive and nondirective questions. Moving
beyond this binary, she placed more attention on the students’ reactions
to the tutors’ questions. Questions can be framed in numerous ways, including (but not limited to) noninterrogative (Give me more information about the author’s point.), leading (Isn’t this approach too simple?),
tags (The author does not give facts to support it, does she?), and
open-ended (How does the author further this discussion throughout the
book?; Kjesrud, 2015). A thoughtful question emphasizes what the student has said in previous essays, what the student’s ideas are in the current
essay, and how these thoughts connect to future contexts.
Implementation of Writing Center Pedagogy in the Classroom
When transfer is a focus in the classroom, a greater wealth of learning
takes place across the curriculum. Within one FYC program, the curriculum was revised to include more “genuine inquiry and research” and
“rhetorical instruction.” At this university, the goals of the English 102
course were “emphasizing the investigation of a subject from multiple perspectives, methods, and methodologies” and looking at the topic with a
metacognitive lens that went outside of the classroom (Fishman & Reiff,
2008). These changes encourage students to see writing situations as interconnected. Writing center pedagogy parallels with Fishman and Reiff ’s
(2008) inquiring, reflective approach.
Many instructors have tangibly brought the writing center into the
classroom through writing fellows programs. Such programs are integrated
into writing-intensive classes, where a strong student writer (writing fellow) comes into the classroom to individually coach students with their
writing and incite collaboration (Hughes & Hall, 2008). Dvorak, Bruce,
and Lutkewitte (2012) investigated the effectiveness of a writing fellows
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program. Students felt that this program benefited learning the course
material, and their writings were stronger due to working with a writing
fellow. Instructors also noticed the benefits on student learning in collaborating among the three parties: student, writing fellow, and faculty
member. Fellows help faculty members understand students’ perspectives
and students understand the writing process within their discipline. This
process occurs through fellows inquiring and collaborating with instructors and discussing the field’s discourse with students, creating transparency
and communication for both parties (Mullin et al., 2008). These mentors
mimic the process of integrating into a discourse community. Mullin et al.
argued that transfer can happen only when “the inner dialogue actively
contends with authoritative discourse, and unless that discourse is visible, integration into a discipline will continue to be an arduous process
for students and a frustrating one for the faculty who teach them” (2008,
“Theories into Practice,” para. 1). Writing center pedagogy accentuates
this dialogue.
Writing fellows programs are not feasible for some universities
though, so the question remains, how can instructors use this pedagogy
in their feedback? Over the course of four semesters, I taught a writing-intensive
course, Research Methods in the Social and Behavioral Sciences, where I
implemented the goal-setting and dialogic techniques of the writing center. The capstone project in this course involved students designing a research study and finding literature to support this structure. Sections of
the project were due throughout the semester, but students revised each
section until the final project’s due date. As students completed the drafts,
I offered formal written feedback. The guiding question became, “How
will your research study impact your field and society?” Questions of this
nature changed students’ frame of mind toward big-picture ideals; goals
became to understand the value of research on this scale and to learn research skills that apply in different writing situations, such as surveying and
interviewing, data analysis, and literature review research. Within their
literature review and methodology drafts, I asked questions about how the
students’ study functioned, what their perspective brought to the discussion of this topic, and how this genre operated within their field.
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For a student who wrote about the ill effects of cocaine, framing written comments meant
1. asking questions regarding the various perspectives about these drugs,
such as “Besides the negative mental effects of cocaine, what do other
scholars mention about cocaine’s effects? How do they present their
perspectives?” and
2. connecting student’s drug knowledge with various syntax and rhetorical structures, such as stating “You demonstrate information about
the medical effects of cocaine, presenting sentences with many ‘to be’
verbs. Practice using different sentence structures to present the medical effects, such as action verbs or metaphors.”
At the start of the semester, the class did several activities where they
identified, in writing, their purpose in this study and their goals in what
they wanted to gain through the composition of a research proposal.
Feedback also encouraged students to reflect on previous knowledge
and previous sections of their research proposal, allowing them to transfer what they knew to better understand what they did not know. I did
not comment heavily on grammar, except in the context of style—helping
students recognize certain stylistic features of the research proposal genre.
Students responded positively to this process, understanding disciplinary writing more because of this style of feedback. One student
designed a research study to evaluate a juvenile delinquency detention
center. She was having difficulty conceptualizing this process since there
were many dynamics at play within this center. In my feedback, I encouraged her to narrow the study to one dimension of this detention center.
After she decided to assess the educational classes juveniles take at the
center, I asked questions to cause her to think about tangible, realistic
ways she could determine the effectiveness of education there. Though
the capstone involved designing, not conducting, the study, she treated
this project as an authentic context, where she could learn more about the
inner workings of a detention center and gain practical research strategies to use in her career. She recognized the reality of and significance of
forming a research proposal. Because of this feedback framework, many
of the other students within the course felt challenged in their ability to
understand the genre and the field through writing, therefore immersing
themselves more in their writing development.
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Concluding Statement
The thesis of this article is that teacher feedback must be intentional and
dialogic to be transferable—meaning the social context must be taken
into consideration. Writing center pedagogy places a conversational angle
to writing, benefiting instructors in seeing the whole picture of the learning process. Contextual, specific, and reflective feedback can help students
in transferring writing skills across multiple contexts. Hughes et al. (2016)
encouraged this talk to “connect writing-related knowledge, attitudes and
identities previously associated with an earlier context to a new context.”
Teacher feedback is no longer a boxed-in categorization system. Providing
connections that students can relate to and respond to means individualizing feedback to where the student is and who the student is. Feedback
is as much metacognition for the instructor as it is for the student. The
instructor’s pedagogy offers the framework, but transfer requires the student’s voice to be a part of the feedback process.
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Student: Joe Smith
Training Intervention: Thesis Statement Development
Date: November 28, 2016
My Support Team
Writing Coach:

Student:

Specific Areas to Improve: Improve the ability to form an appropriate
thesis statement. (Think about distinct accomplishments and activities
to be achieved.)
Problems to Overcome: Understanding how thesis statements fit into
different contexts. (Describe the barriers that must be eliminated or
reduced and how this will be done.)
Resources
Date/
Changes to
Detailed Specific
Actions in Sequence
Time*
Look For
(Include regular progress
reviews with the support
team as a part of the
specific actions.)
Step 1. Read sample
Sample
December Identificaessays and identify the
essays (stu1, 2 p.m.
tion of thesis
thesis statement
dent and
statements
real-world
essays from
varying disciplines)
Step 2. Review thesis
Thesis state- December Underconstruction based
ment hand3, 2 p.m.
standing of
on thesis statement
out
handout
handout; create sample
thesis statements with
student
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Step 3. Rearrange
previous thesis
statements from old
essays

Previous
essays

December
2, 2 p.m.

Structure
of thesis
statements
and their
application
in different
contexts
Step 4. Participate in
Action plan
December Understandaction plan review;
17, 2 p.m. ing of thesis
revise and/or update
statement
plan depending on
construction
progress to date
for current
essays
Step 5. Create a strong
Current
December Ensure
thesis statement that
Essay
20,
proficiency
correlates with current
2 p.m.
matches
essay
standard
Commitment of Support Team: I support the plan described above
and will complete the actions assigned to me. If unable to complete an
activity, I will modify the plan accordingly.
Signature of Learner:
Date:
Signature of Writing Coach:
Figure 1. Writing action plan. Action plan courtesy of MBU Writing Coach
Jeannie Buchanan.
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